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Abstract  
Thatcherism in the Contemporary British Novel, 1978-2012 
David Mowatt  
This dissertation reveals a nuance to contemporary British texts that have thus far been almost 
homogenously categorized as contributing to a negative portrayal of the political, cultural, and 
social policies of the 1980s. A study of texts and criticism of the contemporary British novel 
highlights the disproportionate number of depictions that could be considered anti-1980s and, as 
a representation of that decade, in turn anti-Thatcherite. There is an apparent consensus in the 
damaging effects on almost all aspects of British society during the decade because of the many 
policies enacted by the Thatcher government. The continued negative depiction is as prevalent 
today as it was forty years ago. I strive to show that this understanding of the texts by critics does 
not match up with a close analysis of the authors works. As key examples, an analysis of texts 
by Martin Amis, Nick Hornby, Alex Wheatle, Caryl Phillips, Monica Ali, and Zadie Smith along 
with their accompanying criticism shows that there is more complexity than simply confining 
those texts to a group that is almost entirely critical. At first glance, these texts appear to share 
themes that make them easy to label as a damning indictment of the 1980s. The texts written in 
the 2000s have likewise been hailed by the majority of readers and critics as exemplars of the 
progress made in England since the shift away from the damaging effects of the political and 
social legacies of the 1980s. However, they also highlight the importance of looking backwards 
and retrospectively analyzing the time period with the benefits of hindsight. Far from confirming 
the destructive nature of many of the policies that would define the 1980s, these twenty-first 
century texts point to the importance of analyzing the policies as a vital part of the success in 
rescuing England from the myriad problems of the 1970s. I contend that this dissertation shows 
iv   
that there is a subtlety to the novels that belies the belief that almost all texts that deal directly, or 
even in part indirectly, with the 1980s and Margaret Thatcher are negative in their 
representations. In fact, through a close reading of the novels and an analysis of the state of 
England over the last forty years, the texts point to the social, cultural, political and economic 
climate of the 1980s as necessary, important, and beneficial to the overall success of the various 
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Chapter 1: Introduction  
     The 1980s in Britain were dominated by Thatcherism, and there was no aspect of British life 
that was not affected by it. At its core, Thatcherism signified a turn toward a more 
individualistic, capitalist philosophy that eschewed many of the more socialist policies of the 
Labour Party.1 There has been much written about British politics and the contemporary British 
novel in the decades surrounding the 1980s. Almost every work of fiction set in the 1980s is in 
some way influenced by the social, economic, and cultural effects of Thatchers time in office. 
The depiction of that period, along with that of Thatcher herself, has continued in the decades 
since. The majority of British authors during this time period discuss the negative aspects and 
influences of Conservative policies during the 1980s There is a sky is falling mentality found in 
many of the most celebrated British texts after the Conservative election win in 1979 that is 
seemingly homogeneous in its negative portrayal of Thatcherism.  
     Just as British culture and society, many novels that were written in the 1990s and 2000s are 
still heavily influenced by, and are a response to, Thatcherism. The literary impact of the 1980s, 
both in terms of its form and content, reverberates through the subsequent decades. Even thirty 
years later readers may reflect that the world around them is the product of the 1980s, and 
writers feel that there was an inability [to] fully leave the 1980s behind, or leave them alone 
(Brooker, After the Watershed 1). A closer study of Martin Amis Success (1978) and Money 
(1984), Nick Hornbys High Fidelity (1995) and About a Boy (1998), Alex Wheatles Brixton 
Rocks (1999), East of Acre Lane (2001), and Brenton Brown (2011), Caryl Phillips Where 
There is Darkness (1982), In the Falling Snow (2000), and Foreigners (2007), Zadie Smiths 
White Teeth (1999) and NW (2012), and Monica Alis Brick Lane (2003) and In the Kitchen 
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(2009) shows that there is more complexity to the literary discussion of Thatcherism than had 
previously been thought.  
     Thatchers rule is difficult to overemphasize, and [t]he Conservative governments of the 
decade appear as not just one fact among many, but a determining one, shaping and warping 
other stories [with] this sense of a political dispensation affecting a whole culture and society 
(Brooker, The Art of Bad Government 75). Many novels written in the 1980s, 1990s, and 
2000s, even those not overtly depicting Thatcherism, are on the whole influenced by its effect on 
British life, and those depictions are overwhelmingly negative.   
     The literary world showed that [t]here was much opposition to Conservative policies, and, 
across the arts, in novels, film and television and visual art, creators represented the discord and 
strife that emerged from their imposition (Horton 1). Many authors found that the most 
effective opposition to the Conservative government that ruled Britain throughout the 1980s was 
often found in the creative arts, particularly in the realm of literature and film (Monaghan 2). 
There were [a] host of new young 1980s authors who were highly politicized in their writing 
and overwhelmingly anti-Thatcherite in their cause (Horton 21). Leigh Wilson notes that many 
creative artists and novelists in the 1980s appeared to be appalled by Thatcher and the dominant 
realities of her administration (2), and they were more than willing to manifest that sentiment in 
their work.  
     As Thatchers policies began to take effect, texts of the time were in thematic terms often 
bitterly critical of the direction of British society during the Thatcher decade (Holmes 152), and 
there was a fictional response to the climate of selfishness and material greed that began to 
prevail in society during the Thatcher years (Tremain xi). Joseph Brooker writes that Thatcher 
was deeply disliked. She provoked open loathing. Such emotions can fuel art. If the very need 
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for political art is a sign that something has gone wrong with the political, many would identify 
Thatcherism as such an aberration (Margaret Thatcher in the 21st Century par.2). Novels 
dealing with Thatcher, or rather the anti-Thatcher novel, started making their presence felt on 
the bookshelves from an early stage (Taylor, par.21), and it did not stop with the end of the 
1980s.2             
     While a study of the texts both written during and set in the 1980s is a crucial part of any 
literary analysis of Thatcherism, texts written in the 2000s offer another insight into 1980s 
politics and its lasting effect on England into the twenty-first century. Texts dealing with society 
in the 2000s still offer a close study of 1980s politics, and they allow for a retrospection on what 
she envisioned for the future of England after she left office. The depiction of Thatcherism, or 
any allusion to it, in texts written in the 2000s, brings with it its own analysis of the 1980s. Even 
in texts that do not invoke Thatcher by name or are not set in the 1980s, their portrayal of British 
society in the 2000s offers an important window through which to determine her legacy, the 
repercussions of her time in office, and the success or failure of many of her policies. There are 
many texts in which Thatchers spirit is not clumsily embodied in mean-spirited and venal 
characters but where she looks on from the sidelines, swells a scene or two or is merely a 
ghostly, validating presence (Taylor, par.21). With over twenty years of political and literary 
history available, authors continued use of Thatcherism, even in passing, provides the 
opportunity to add to and analyze the depiction of Thatcher and 1980s politics.   
     Even after Thatcher left office in 1989, there has been little literary reprieve in the disdain for 
her and her policies. From Michael Dibdons Dirty Tricks (1991), Livi Michaels Under a Thin 
Moon (1992), Tim Lotts Rumours of a Hurricane (2002), David Peaces GB84 (2004), Alan  
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Hollinghursts In the Line of Beauty (2004), Hilary Mantels The Assassination of Margaret 
Thatcher (2014) through the Harry Potter novels of J.K Rowling, there has been little 
amelioration in the vindictive rendering of Thatcherism. Authors who write in the 1990s and 
2000s should be understood as Mrs. Thatchers disenchanted children as their writing reflects 
an anger and bewilderment at the legacy they have inherited (Saunders 200). Thatcher is still 
seen as the catalyst for the cultural, social, and economic demise suffered by many in England in 
the years since she left office, and that premise has permeated through literature in the 
subsequent decades.    
     There is also the implication that any novel written since 1980 that hints at moral or ethical 
bankruptcy or portrays the ills of capitalism or individualism is anti-Thatcherite by default.       
There is a long list of texts that are considered part of the literary movement against Thatcherism 
and Thatcher herself. Whether it is the betrayal of the working class and the rejection of 
community values in Irvine Welshs Trainspotting (1993), her philistine rejection of the arts in 
Graham Swifts Waterland (1983), the xenophobia resulting from Conservative policies in Hanif 
Kureishis My Beautiful Laundrette (1986) and Salman Rushdies Midnights Children (1981), 
Thatchers antiquated desire for a return to empire manifested in Raj Revival literature,3 her 
policies aimed at the socio-economic oppression of women in Pat Barkers Union Street (1982), 
and The Centurys Daughter (1986), and Doris Lessings The Fifth Child (1988), or the suffering 
of those outside of London in Niall Griffiths Grits (2000) and David Peaces Red Riding 
Quartet (19992002), there is a uniform rush to paint Thatcherism as the cause of all of Britains 
suffering.    
     This consensus line of thinking by those who oppose her government that Thatcherism is a 
detrimental force has not varied a great deal in the three decades since she left office. There is 
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very little rewriting of this collectively perceived history to show any positives, and many of her 
policies are still seen as overwhelmingly bleak. The shared mindset on the part of most authors 
and critics that shaped the 1980s has grown in fervor over the last thirty years. Subsequent 
authors have fallen into the somewhat lazy trap of vilifying Thatcher for any and all ills that have 
befallen Britain since 1979. Her role of bogey(wo)man and scapegoat has become an easy trope 
for authors, but a closer look at her policies, their effects, and the texts themselves will show that 
this discourse is too simplistic. The negative representations of Thatcher in works post-1989 also 
do not take into account the fact that her agenda allowed for the return to a more moderate 
government and British prosperity. The continued antipathetic characterization of her tenure 
does not fully take into account her role in allowing for many of the successes that followed in 
the 1990s or the foresight of some of her more controversial views.  
     While it is easy to paint with such broad strokes and it is comforting to be able to categorize 
all British literature as myopic in its disdain for an entire movement, such classifications do not 
hold up under closer scrutiny. Many of the texts of the 1980s, 1990s, and 2000s, while initially 
seen as contributing to the overall representation of Thatcher and Thatcherism as destructive, in 
fact suggest a less uniformed and blinkered view, and they illustrate a world that was influenced 
in far more nuanced ways than has previously been discussed. There are certainly valid anti-
Thatcher texts with the full and successful intentions of authors to write about her and her work 
as detrimental to English society, but many texts that are considered part of that group are, upon 
more meticulous inspection, less anti-Thatcher than have been thought.    
     A select but representative group of authors, Martin Amis, Nick Hornby, Alex Wheatle, Caryl 
Phillips, Zadie Smith and Monica Ali, examine many of the policies employed by Thatcher, and 
together they allow for a more subtle understanding of the term Thatcherism. There is a need to 
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correct a record that has influenced generations of readers of fiction and its accompanying 
criticism with regards to the Thatcher government. The common narrative found in the 
contemporary British novel, that the majority of Thatchers policies had been damaging, has left 
little room for what one would consider a dissenting voice. Joseph Brooker writes of texts 
dealing with Thatcher: Do any such novels offer a sympathetic portrait of the premier and her 
works? Could we find an even spread of literary depictions from the satirical to the supportive? 
We could not (The Art of Bad Government 76), but they do exist if one looks closely enough.                
     A study of Amis, Hornby, Wheatle, Phillips, Smith, and Ali also shows that the 1980s, 1990s, 
and 2000s raise questions about the form of the novel. There is much in common to be found in 
the 1980s novel as in the 1950s novel, and all of the novelists in this study in some way depend 
on a realism that is found between modernism and postmodernism. The demand in the 1950s 
was for texts that mirrored reality in a way that told a story and revolved around characters that 
were driven by plot as opposed to more modernist texts that challenged the conventions of 
reading and representations (Bradford 7). At the beginning of the twentieth century,  
modernism had produced often dazzling works of art but had driven fiction so deeply into 
subjectivism that it had been left with few resources for dealing with social issues (Gasiorek 1). 
The 1950s return to a less experimental style was rooted in a society that was fatigued by the 
complexity associated with modernism. The alienation of the first flowering of Modernist 
literature could not persist[and] by the Second World War, there was already a strong reaction 
against the pretentions of the Moderns (Rahn 1). Most texts in the 1950s reject the problems 
inherent in the difficulties of Modernism.  
     Bruce Martin writes that in the 1950s there was a desire on the part of both reader and writer  
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for some sort of commonsense return to more traditional techniques (29). Alan Sillitoes 
Saturday Night and Sunday Morning (1951), John Osbornes Look Back in Anger (1956), 
Shelagh Delaneys A Taste of Honey (1958) are all texts that deal with the realities of the 1950s 
using realist techniques that renounced more experimental forms of fiction. These texts are a 
reflection of post-World War Two England in which the shadow of years of conflict, rationing, 
and austerity loomed large. The spirit of the Blitz had given way to more grim realization of life 
in England in the subsequent decade. Martin adds that the rationale for this antimodernist, anti-
experimental stance is their stated concern with clarity: with writing distinguished by precision 
rather than obscurity. This Kitchen Sink realism is also illustrated in the 1980s, 1990s, and 
2000s in Phillips Where There is Darkness, Wheatles entire trilogy, East of Acre Lane, Brixton 
Rocks, and Brenton Brown, Monica Alis In the Kitchen along with Amis Success and Money, 
and although Amis in London Fields (1989), lays bare the artifices behind the mimetic illusion 
of realism (Holmes 161) he does not stray far enough away from realism to render it 
inaccessible. Even in London Fields, his most Metafictional text, he still adheres to many of the 
conventions of a classic murder-mystery genre, and Amis is seemingly unable to use a 
postmodernist narrative form in order to unequivocally repudiate socially harmful forces 
(Holmes 163). Even in more avant-garde texts, many authors anchor their texts in a Realism 
reminiscent of the 1950s. These 1980s authors use a Realism that attempted to genuinely, if 
grimly, record the times.   
     There are other events in the 1980s that made literature unique to its time. The 1980s novel is 
complicated by its relationship to other forms of media, along with the changing role of 
publishing houses. Authors were in some regards at the behest of the publishing industry.  
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Publishers could be seen as motivated directly by the need to appeal to a wide audience, though 
one increasingly well-educated and sophisticated in its literary tastes (Stevenson 161). The idea 
that more modernist techniques would be incomprehensible to the wider public was a risk that 
could not be taken, and the bulk of the fiction published in Britain during the decade was not 
experimental in ways that deeply challenged readers and jeopardized sales (Holmes 151). This 
marriage between authors and publishing houses would become even more pronounced in the 
early 2000s with the release of Smiths and Alis texts.   
     Another aspect that had a direct effect on some authors was the availability of video and 
television. As the Thatcher government was the first to be so ubiquitously recorded and shown 
on television, there was less of a need for the novel to be an unfailingly accurate form of 
representation in order to simply record and report the facts. The journalistic quality of fiction 
was in part replaced by new media technology, and the author found himself in competition 
with new media, such as tape and motion pictures, which can do this more effectively (Lodge 
5). This, paradoxically, resulted in a closer link between novels and visual representation as there 
was a desire on the part of publishers to produce books that were more adaptable to movies and 
television.   
     Nick Hornbys work has frequently been adapted to film, and his easy, socio-comic realist 
style lends itself to movie adaptations in ways that could not be achieved by experimental texts.  
Emily Horton writes that publishers exerted structural demands for accessibility, marketability 
and commercial success [that] are now being seen as playing at least a part in the aesthetic 
choices of some of the most celebrated, and ostensibly critical novelists of the decade (9). All 
but the most established authors had to pander to the new desires of the publishers. While there 
were notable exceptions in the form of Rushdies Midnights Children (1981), Julian Barnes 
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Flauberts Parrot (1984), and Samuel Becketts Stirrings Still (1988), there were noticeably 
more texts that resembled the mass market popularity of less experimental novels.    
     However, despite so much space in the media devoted to coverage of Thatcher, some authors 
still felt a civic duty to, as best they could, record the travesties they saw. The more unusual 
and surreal the events, the more objective mimesis was seen as the suitable response. Texts that 
adhered to the horizontality of time, and [that] can deliver the complete temporal consciousness 
that is sometimes felt to be missing in contemporary life (Head, The Cambridge Introduction  
2) were the antidote for a time that seemed to lack coherence. Wheatles and Phillips linear 
narratives allowed for a comprehensible depiction of the worlds they created while still allowing 
for the incorporation of other genres.         
     The desire to put the Thatcher government on the record resulted in some texts that required a 
style that more faithfully records the events of the time. Authors felt as if the public wanted to 
comprehend what was politically happening, and they could better do that if it was presented to 
them in a form that maintain[ed] a reasonable level of accessibility (Bradford 47). Richard 
Bradford adds that nothing could better have provoked an inclination to write about society in a 
seamlessly naturalistic manner as the changes wrought by Thatcherism (30). However, some 
1980s authors did not want a simple objectivity to their texts, so they turned to the subjectivity of 
a narrator and a first-person confessional style[which] promotes the special capacity of 
narrative fiction to capture personal moods in an increasingly fragmented society (Head, The  
Cambridge Introduction 10). Amis, Hornby, Wheatle, Phillips, Smith, and Ali all incorporate 
first-person narratives that allow for a subjectivity that is still linked to an understandable 
objectivity. While a 1980s author like Martin Amis will sometimes, in his own quest to 
innovate and startle, take things to a point where the descriptive phrases or metaphors are so 
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vivid that they reduce the significance of what theyre describing (Mallon), there is still a 
realism to his texts that makes the target of their satire abundantly clear. Amis is a social satirist 
in the Dickensian burlesque style and yet one who also wants to report on the world (Leith, 
par.17). There is a limit to the amount of experimentation found in most contemporary texts.     
     Many authors in the 1980s and beyond reject an overreliance on postmodern aesthetics that 
had been found in many texts of 1960s and 1970s. The pendulum swung back to a more Realist 
style. Many 1980s authors wrote texts that offered closure and endings that reconciled events 
unlike many postmodern texts.4 The experimentation of the postmodernists, with its questioning 
of verifiable truths, was not suitable for authors who wanted to have a spatial and temporal 
authenticity to their texts. Phillip Tew writes that postmodernism is being seen as insufficient 
for explaining or even describing fragmentation, differentiation and plurality (The 
Contemporary British Novel 23). The overall feeling was that writing or reading a text as 
postmodern would alienate readers in ways that the authors could not afford if they wanted to 
draw attention to the issues that they felt were important.   
     There was a direct link between poststructuralism/deconstruction and literary writing which 
seems intent upon eschewing logic and defying interpretation (Bradford, The Novel Now 65).  
The 1980s marked a retreat from the extreme playfulness of postmodernism and the emphasis 
on textuality and on difficulty (Eaglestone 14). In such consequential times, accessibility was 
still seen as a predominant trait of the novel. The 1980s required a representation of the specifics 
of the decade that could not afford to be overly questioned, and it required what Barthes labelled  
the having-been-there of things (147). The genuine anger felt by some of the authors in the 
1980s, 1990s, and 2000s meant that they did not want texts that could not be linked to some 
objective truths. As this new material has another and perhaps more momentous service to 
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perform (Wood 29), to write on a plane of pure subjectivity that could not be verified would 
diminish the authors desire to hold people and events accountable for their actions.   
     Emily Horton explains that postmodernism could never record accurately an objective world 
independent of the observer (14), as it argued that language was arbitrary and had no  
connection to the world of things. Authors required words to be connected to something real in 
order to criticize the events of the 1980s. With all of these options available to the contemporary 
British novelist, some authors would find the answer to the question of a suitable form for the 
time in a hybridity that reconciled the mimeses of the realists and a desire for experimentation.      
The answer was found in taking elements from several different aesthetics and creating new 
ones.  
     Andrzej Gasiorek said that the hallmark of many 1980s authors is their ability to crossbreed 
narrative modes, taking what suits them from a variety of genres, and creating new forms that 
cannot easily be classified (19). There was a more widespread impulse to discover new 
stylistic combinations and to forge new fictional languages, and the contemporary British 
novelist can choose his or her literary parentage from any number of traditions and mix them at 
will (Waugh 124). The 1980s novel goes in for a plethora of modes, picking and mixing with 
liberal aplomb (Cunningham 154). In the late twentieth century, it may be that in the huge 
range of contemporary fiction, its now impossible to draw out a movement (Eaglestone 14).  
Rather, freeloading pastiche, hommage, parody, [and] replay are everywhere (Cunningham 
155). The resultant hybridity did not automatically mean a radical new form.  
     There was a misconception that hybridity is commonly (and erroneously) perceived to go 
hand-in-glove with overtly experimental forms (Head, Cambridge Introduction 172). The 
hybridity of the late twentieth century novel was linked to innovative style, but it equally relied 
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on the traditionalist aesthetic of realism. Previous forms by themselves would not effectively 
represent the crisis felt by these authors, but through a melding of styles, in the spirit of the 
patchwork of forms found in the postmodernists, they created a voice through which to discuss 
the 1980s. Authors incorporated styles such as gothic, magic realism, and fantasy, but in ways 
that were experimental without being incomprehensible to the average reader. The gothic style 
could be used to express revulsion and horror at the debased state of society (Holmes 154) as 
in Liz Lochheads Dreaming Frankenstein (1984), and so it would apply to a decade that certain 
authors certainly felt had been debased. Valentine Cunningham adds, Gothic is, of course, a 
well-established, even venerable way for novels to write about evil (177). Monica Germana 
writes that the return to magic unravels as a parallel strand to realism (52). Salman Rushdies 
The Satanic Verses (1988) made use of a startling fusion of genres including satire, magic 
realism, postmodern metafiction, and religious allegory (Rubinson 1), and along with Jeanette 
Wintersons The Passion (1987) and Angela Carters Nights at the Circus (1984), they are 
examples of multi-genre texts that certainly deviated from realism, but they also reflected some 
of the realities of the 1980s.   
     In Nights at the Circus, Carter makes use of magic realism, fairy and folk tales, myths, 
comedy, romance, Gothic fiction, the Bildungsroman and the picaresque narrative (Holmes  
263). These magical elements are explained in the same way as ordinary occurrences that are 
presented in a manner which allows the real and the magical to coexist next to each other and be 
accepted in the same stream of thought (Abdullah Al-Jibory 4). Rushdie, Winterson, Carter and 
other authors of hybrid texts could still effectively portray society in the 1980s. These authors 
works have not resulted in texts that are self-reflexively and narcissistically closed off from the 
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world (Holmes 171), and within the varied use of genres, they still reflect a decade that could be 
communally understood. 
     The 1980s also saw an increase in the historical novel as a way to make sense of the 
importance of the decade. By using the past to make sense of the present, authors attempted to 
find historical markers by which to anchor the events of the decade. Phillips use of the historical 
novel in The Nature of Blood, Amis in Times Arrow, and Alex Wheatles in Island Songs all 
apply past settings to their texts in order to comment on contemporary British life. In 2008,  
Suzanne Keen writes that the historical novel has in the past two decades flourished, enjoying 
popular success with a devoted readership, undergoing energetic feminist and post colonialist 
revisions (Keen 167). The turn to history for some authors provided an outlet through which to 
analyze the Thatcher years.   
     Authors sought the transformation of confusion into order, contingency into typicality, 
conflict into resolution, strangeness into familiarity (Connor 83) in a way that a turn to history 
attempted to find. The 1980s and 1990s novels have in common an acute consciousness of 
history and a sharp focus on its meaning or potential for meaning.  [They] are an affirmation 
of the importance of history to the understanding of contemporary existence (Janik 161). The 
historical novel also served to highlight the underlying skepticism towards accepted narrative 
historical values (Horton 28), and the 1980s saw the introduction of historiographic 
metafiction.5 Texts that used this subversion of the objectivity of history in the 1980s included  
Anthony Burgess Earthly Powers (1980), Salman Rushdies Midnights Children (1981), Peter  
Ackroyds Hawksmoor (1985), and Kazuo Ishiguros The Remains of the Day (1989).  
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     Minority authors used the historical novel, since [o]ne very powerful impulse towards 
writing of historical novels has been the political desire to write the histories of the marginalized, 
the forgotten, the unrecorded. In Britain this has included the histories of blacks and women  
(Keen 178). A focus on history as a representation of the present suited authors who felt that  
[d]espite its seeming difference from the specificities of race and antiracism in currency at the 
time of its writing, the novel is an enactment of the way in which history might be utilized in the 
service of contemporary antiracist goals (Gunning 15). The historical novels function is to 
accept that there are ghosts that can never be exorcised or ignored, since the alternative to being 
haunted is to deny the history of ones own being (Mengham 3). This type of novel was used in 
part to ensure that writers could not simply move past the past in the 1980s. By reflecting on the 
previous eras, the trauma of their parents experiences and their own histories would not be 
diminished.   
     The unique perspectives of the authors, white men, white women, black men, and black 
women, also required unique voices. Those white authors who felt a stronger affiliation with 
British cultural and literary history may have been more comfortable using previous literary 
forms, but for the multi-voiced narrative of second wave immigrants, female authors, and 
minority authors, they felt a stronger need to find their own especial styles. There was a desire 
for less reliance on previous aesthetics that may be more closely linked to the Empire. As 
England made the shift from a more homogenous society in the 1940s and 1950s towards a 
heterogeneity associated with multiculturalism, there was a desire on the part of some authors for 
a hybridity that reflected the different voices their texts contained. The events of the latter half of 
the twentieth century brought about a change in the way minorities wished to engage white  
England, and the methods through which they would do so.    
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     Several minority authors had already begun in the 1950s to blur the lines between  
adventure/travel/quest and domestic/romance fiction and they had created a hybrid fiction 
containing the quest and the domestic genres (Innes 239). Travel narratives like V. S. Naipauls 
The Enigma of Arrival (1987) and Caryl Phillips The European Tribe (1987) combine the 
movement of minorities with a study of their treatment in Europe. While some white English 
novelists turned back in the 1950s to a more traditional realism, minority writers of the time 
thought that the contemporary novel should investigate language, reveal its own provisional and 
fictional status, and refuse what they perceived as realisms univocal perspective (Gasiorek 3). 
As the number of minority writers began to increase after the Second World War, so the focus of 
their writing changed.   
     During the 1950s, with their recent history spent in their homelands, much of minority writing 
related back to the countries from which they came. As they spent more time in England, their 
focus shifted in the 1970s and 1980s and they increasingly spoke of and to a black and south 
Asian community within Britain (Innes 234). Just as their parents did, the second-generation 
wrote about the communities they experienced. The aesthetic used by minority authors began to 
divide, and the late 1980s saw the emergence of the disparate parts of the black British novel. 
While there was a unity in the 1950s and 1960s, the 1980s saw writers splinter off into more 
specific categories. The collective term black served well for at least a decade as Yasmin 
Alibhai-Brown says, but as we fought against the National Front, against Thatcher, against 
police brutality, under that banner and that identity there were many in all the visible 
communities who were unhappy with the term black (Who Do We Think We Are? x). The end 
of the decade witnessed a radical re-interrogation of notions of a unified black community 
(Procter 6). Writers sought their own unique aesthetic to portray their distinctive experiences 
16  
  
outside of some monolithic hegemonic African Caribbean blackness of the 1970s and 1980s 
(Procter 7) which resulted in an even greater sense of hybridity.   
     The 1980s and the post-Thatcher period showed that the differences and internal divides 
within black British identity mean that Afro-Caribbeans and Asians can no longer be subsumed 
and mobilised under a single political category (Hall qtd. in Low 4). Rather than depicting a 
generic black experience, Wheatle, Phillips, Smith, and Ali tell the specific stories of black 
Britons that include Jamaicans, Bangladeshis, West Indians, Nigerians, and Somalians, who all 
have different stories, and while they live in London, they are pockets of London that have their 
own unique characteristics.   
     Some minority authors like Alex Wheatle offered a scaled back, sparse, realist style, often 
urban in setting and frequently gritty.  with heavy use of street dialect and slang (Upstone  
125). Monica Alis style and plot is more indebted to nineteenth-century novels than those of 
the twentieth (Ziegler 147). Others, like Zadie Smith, use experimental hybridity and avant 
garde aesthetic ideas which she co-opts in her attempts to extend the practices of realism (Tew, 
After the First Decade 248). Some authors, Smith included, writing at the beginning of the 
twenty-first century felt that in the face of catastrophe, the modernist quest for a new aesthetic 
seems highly relevant again (Knepper 111). Smith feels that [e]verything I do is an attempt to 
get close to the real, and the closer you get to the reality of experience the more bizarre it should 
look on the page and sound in the mouth (Smith, Zadie Smith Talks). David Gunning notes 
the difference between Smith and Ali, and he writes that Smiths novel was noted for its 
exuberant narration and occasional use of postmodernist innovation, though perhaps it remained 
at heart in the realist mode; Alis texts, however, are far more conventionally realist (Gunning 
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781). As with many authors in general during the 1980s and the turn of the twenty-first century, 
minority authors also take from a variety of aesthetics to create a voice for their texts.  
     Zadie Smith and Alex Wheatle also make use of a hybridity of language to represent different 
characters in their texts. While Amis, Hornby, and even Phillips and Ali use standard English 
throughout their texts, Smith and Wheatle experiment with vernacular, and they have characters 
who are on a linguistic as well as social or political quest for freedom (Head, The Cambridge  
Introduction 165). The many strong, and at times almost incomprehensible dialects, reflect a 
belief that [t]he colonizers language is permanently tainted, and that to use it involves a crucial 
acquiescence in colonial structures (Barry 188). This turn away from standard English was used 
by Iain Banks in The Wasp Factory (1984), Irvine Welsh in Trainspotting (1993), James Kelman 
in How Late It Was, How Late (1994), and Paul Kingsnorth in The Wake (2014) to signal the 
multi-vocal nature of realism. Alex Wheatle in particular writes about characters who believe 
that the masters tools will never dismantle the masters house (Lorde), and so a reversion to a 
traditional patois of their parents symbolized this resistance to larger British society.   
     Black authors were also undergoing the process of deciding how much responsibility they had 
to analyze the history and present of minorities in England. Stephen Clingman writes that some 
black authors wrote because [they] dont want another generationto have to suffer anxieties 
around identity, to be ashamed of the question Where am I from? (113). The time had come 
for a change in the notion that [t]o be black and British is to be unnamed in official discourse 
(Mirza 3). There was a perception on the part of some whites that Black people are somehow  
not English even if born in England, Englishness and Blackness are seen as incompatible 
(Small 61). It was a notion that many authors wished to correct. Some authors wanted to change 
the idea that one could either be black or British but not both (Varma 249). They wanted the 
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idea that there was an image of a pure England[that] excludes and prevents countless 
numbers of British people from feeling comfortable participating in the main narrative of British 
life (McClusky 10) to be consigned to the 1970s. Wheatle and Phillips have a host of characters 
who question what it means to be black and British and if the two are mutually exclusive. Smith 
and Ali continue the theme, and they focus on the best ways to stake a place in England for 
minorities if that is even possible.   
     The 1980s saw a shift in form and aesthetic as drastic as the political and social change of the 
time. Dominic Head writes that contemporary British fiction could be embraced as the scene of 
something radically new and decisively more important and vigorous than what had come before 
it (State of the Novel 23), and while that may have been an exaggeration, there certainly was 
a change that mirrored what was an important and vigorous change in politics at the time.  
     Authors in the 1980s could no longer rely solely on individual aesthetics from the past as 
times had changed too much. Q. D. Leavis writes in 1980;  
The England that bore the classical English novel has gone forever, and we cant expect a 
country of high-rise flat dwellers, office workers and factory robots and unassimilated 
multi-racial minorities, with a suburbanized countryside, factory farming, sexual 
emancipation without responsibility, rising crime and violence, and the Trade Union 
mentality, to give rise to a literature comparable with the novel tradition of so different a 
past. (325)    
With such changes in England, it is no wonder that a shift in form was required. Everything from 
the very manner in which the English lived, the ways in which they worked, the shift in views of 
sexuality and the sense of dread that accompanied a more violent society to the ethnic and racial 
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fabric of the country had transitioned to something almost unrecognizable. Any singular, 
previous form of the novel was ill-equipped to represent such a (d)evolution.   
     The level of hybridity is varied in the texts of Amis and Hornby, Wheatle and Phillips, and 
Ali and Smith, but they all incorporate various styles, forms, and aesthetics found in previous 
eras of the novel to create ones unique to the time period in which they are written. Their 
combination of appropriation, misappropriation, montage, collage, hybridization, and general 
mixing-up of visual and verbal texts and discourses, from all periods of the past as well as from 
the multiple social and linguistic fields of the present (Suleiman 191) has resulted in a style that 
best represents the social, cultural, and political zeitgeist of the British contemporary novel.  
     The authors in each chapter of this dissertation are informed by the events during the 1980s, 
and the lasting effects that they had on British society during the subsequent thirty years. The 
works of the authors can be partially differentiated by their focus on three different 
demographics, but the intersectionality of their texts and the link between notions of race, class, 
and gender means that they are linked by many of the themes that defined the 1980s and beyond. 
     Chapter 2, White Masculinity focuses on the role of young white men in the 1980s in 
Martin Amis Success and Money and Nick Hornbys High Fidelity and About a Boy. Many of 
these young white men felt under attack from a variety of events in the 1980s, including the 
miners strikes, the mass unemployment in the North of England, multiculturalism, new Race 
Relation Acts, feminist movements, inner city riots, and immigration from former colonies. The 
political, social, and cultural climate in England in the second half of the twentieth century 
applied to the young white men in Amis and Hornbys texts in ways that did not apply to 
women and minorities.   
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     White mens sense of lost power and a challenge to traditional concepts of masculinity are 
all central components that lead to the fear, animosity, and rage found in the young white men of 
the novels. Martin Amis and Nick Hornby detail characters who have been molded by forty 
years of history affecting young white men. The characters in the texts represent a generation of 
men that had become anxious and in turn angry after decades of threats from both external 
events and from within England itself. Without exception, all of the characters in Amis and 
Hornbys texts express a sense of fear that they often cannot fully explain, but it pervades their 
lives nonetheless. The causes of these fears long pre-dated the Thatcher administration, and they 
had been decades in the making, but they all reached a tipping point in the 1980s.   
     Many of those same issues are shared by young, minority men, and Chapter 3, Being Black 
and British deals with the role of first- and second-generation immigrants and masculinity 
during and after the 1980s. Alex Wheatles East of Acre Lane, Brixton Rocks, and Brenton 
Brown and Caryl Phillips Where There is Dark, Foreigners, and In the Falling Snow are all 
centered around young black men through three different generations. The history of 
immigration post-1945, the immigrant experience of the 1960s and 1970s, and the direct effects 
of the Thatcher led 1980s are all major themes in the novels of both Alex Wheatle and Caryl 
Phillips. The early 1980s marked a turning point for many children of immigrants as low 
employment, institutional racism, and some of the worst rioting in English history were all 
hallmarks of the minority experience in England. The height of these tensions was the 1981 
Brixton Riots. These events took place only a few months into Thatchers government, but they 
came to be synonymous with her government and the injustices felt by many in the immigrant 
community. Alex Wheatles trilogy is rooted in the 1981 riots and their repercussions.   
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     The changes made by the end of the decade as represented in Wheatles texts highlight the 
progress made in the relationship between England and minorities under Thatcher. The role of 
minorities discussed in East of Acre Lane, Brixton Rocks, and Brenton Brown as they move into 
the multicultural decades of the 1990s and 2000s is the true barometer of the policies and actions 
undertaken by Thatcher. The progress made by multiple generations of British men can be 
charted through the novels of Caryl Phillips. The texts by Phillips mark the evolution of three 
generations of black men. From the initial hostilities of the 1950s and 1960s in Foreigners, 
through the rebellion of the second-generation in Where There is Darkness, to the ultimate 
recognition of young black men as full participants in English society in In the Falling Snow, 
Phillips offers a multi-generational analysis of black men and their relationships with and their 
roles in England after the Second World War up until the 2000s.    
     While Chapters 2 and 3 deal directly with the events of the 1980s, Chapter 4, The Failures of  
Multiculturalism focuses on the multicultural society of the early 2000s in Zadie Smiths White  
Teeth and NW and Monica Alis Brick Lane and In the Kitchen. The events and policies of the  
1980s still reverberate across English society decades later, and England had been partially  
multicultural long before the arrival of the SS Empire Windrush,6 but it was only from the 1980s  
onwards that the term became part of an ongoing political and cultural discourse. At first the  
term had been a sign of the optimism that would accompany a recognition and acceptance of the  
changing demographics in Britain during the 1980s and into the 1990s. The path of  
multiculturalism was heavily influenced by the policies of the 1980s, and as a reaction to the  
perceived negativity with which the Thatchers time in office was met by many, there was an  




     As the overall look of England began to shift away from a white homogeneity, a change in 
culture and policy was developed in order to find a path toward integration, assimilation, and the 
celebration of differing cultures under the banner of a new idea of what it meant to be British. 
While many tried to integrate a multitude of minority groups into British culture, the haphazard 
way in which it was done was a concern for Thatcher, and she foresaw what was to come from a 
push for multiculturalism decades after she would leave office. Thatcher voiced her concerns at 
what she perceived to be migrants innate cultural differences and hostility to integration 
(Natarajan 1), and she wanted an England unified in tolerance but in a way that was lasting and 
beneficial for all sections of society.  
     The contemporary British novel from the late 1970s to the present day has seemingly 
overwhelmingly cast Thatcherism as the cause for the suffering of a variety of different 
demographics. Thatchers policies, whether negatively intended or not, form the backdrop for 
most fiction in the 1980s, and they have continued to be seen in literature as having a lasting 
negative effect on British life even thirty years after she left office. A closer look at some of the 
novels that have traditionally been seen as anti-Thatcherite shows a level of nuance that 
ultimately reveals a more positive depiction. Many perceived negative aspects of her time in 
office and the overall movement of Thatcherism in the works of Amis, Hornby, Wheatle, 
Phillips, Smith, and Ali are partially misplaced and have been somewhat misrepresented.  
     A study of the policies and the climate that produced the texts along with an analysis of the 
texts themselves shows how, far from being complicit with the negative portrayal of 
Thatcherism, these novels make an argument for much of the work undertaken in Britain during 
the 1980s. A closer analysis of Martin Amis and Nick Hornby reveals a time period in which 
young white men were able to move past much of the anger at their collective past, and the 
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1990s brought with them a difficult yet ultimately rewarding change in definitions of 
masculinity. Alex Wheatle and Caryl Phillips discuss a period of time, dominated by the events 
of the 1980s, that allowed for an introspection and reconciliation to many of the issues that were 
felt by generations of immigrants, and Zadie Smith and Monica Ali depict a Britain that had 
attempted a complex move toward multiculturalism that had begun in the 1980s.  
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Chapter 2  
White Masculinity in Martin Amis and Nick Hornby   
     A central theme of several of Martin Amis and Nick Hornbys novels is the role of the 
young, white male character. Their narratives reflect the conditions in England in the 1980s and 
1990s, and they are directly influenced by Thatcherism. The authors portray how certain white 
men felt they were under attack through the deterioration of social, economic, and cultural 
conditions in a rapidly changing Britain along with the further changes in culture and society at 
the beginning of the 1990s. In Amis Success and Money and Hornby High Fidelity and About a 
Boy, both authors write about characters who feel lost and marginalized by their perceived shift 
away from traditional white/male roles of power and, in turn, become either aggressive and 
confrontational or feel lost and weak at having to adapt in the face of an attack on traditional 
masculine attributes. The issues discussed by Amis and Hornby, the economic opportunities 
afforded to young white men, the reshaping of what it means to be a white man in England, and 
their dynamic with women, are central to any discussion about the 1980s and 1990s.  
     Several authors write about young men and their roles in the 1980s and beyond. Ian 
McEwans The Child in Time (1987), Pete Davies The Last Election (1987), and Jonathan Coes 
What a Carve Up! (1994) focus on the 1980s and the England that has been molded under 
Thatcher. McEwan invokes a political climate which is a soulless place. Notions of public 
welfare have succumbed to the dominant culture of enterprise and profit (Spice, par.2). The  
Child in Time is a text that shows McEwan hates Thatcherism, and McEwan depicts  
Thatcherism and its meanness of spirit, and it lends the novel a touch of nightmare, a closed-in 
atmosphere within which the authors humane values can more effectively be felt to struggle for 
breath (Spice, par.2). The Child in Time suggests an entire generation that has been abandoned 
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as a product of Thatcherism. Colin Dexters Inspector Morse novels written between 1975-2016 
describe an England in various states of panic and unrest, a place of violence and crime hidden 
under the suburban and pastoral veneer of polite society that mirrors the changing state of British 
culture, society, and politics over three decades.  
     Pete Davies mirrors Martin Amis in Money, and The Last Election offers a depiction of an  
 
England in which Thatcher has produced a climate that encourages a chaotic and vicious 
interface of ignorance, greed, and desire (Tew, The Contemporary British Novel 100). It is a 
theme repeated in Jonathan Coes work, and even after the end of Thatcherism, its shocking  
and depressing  how relevant [What a Carve Up!] still is. Coe uses the Winshaws to rail against 
the marketisation of the NHSthe shoring up of tyrants abroad and the dumbing down of 
culture at home  all the carving up of the common good in the pursuit of profit (Jordan). 
Thatcherism is still linked to the detrimental hedonism of economic and cultural individualism in 
many novels written well after the 1980s.        
     Tony Parsons Man and Boy (1999) and Tim Lotts White City Blue (2000) are considered 
members of the same Ladlit movement that is represented by Nick Hornby. They are also linked 
to Amis, as Amis novels share with Hornbys the themes of Ladlit [in their] subtextual worries 
about marriage and paternity (Showalter 69), with Money being the apotheosis of the Ladlit 
genre. Ladlit depicts men in a continued state of arrested development, men who struggle to 
operate in any meaningful way in society. Their protagonists were all raised in the 1980s, and 
they fail to adapt to the post-Thatcher 1990s. Parsons, Lott, along with Will Self and Matt Dunn 
all portray a generation of men that confronted mens fear and [their] final embrace of marriage 
and adult responsibilities. Their texts contain men in their twenties and thirties who betray  
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beneath their bravado the story of their insecurities, panic, cold sweats, performance anxieties 
and phobias (Showalter 60). Writing about young white men is also not the sole domain of 
young white men. Pat Barkers Union Street (1982) focuses on men and women and the family 
structure in the North of England in the 1980s while Caryl Churchills Top Girls (1982) and 
Serious Money (1987) portray the economic effects of Thatcherism on women and men. Their 
depiction of money is filtered through the prism of womens experiences. Barkers novels, 
written at the height of Thatcherism, when much of the heavy industry characteristic of the 
northeast had succumbed to the Thatcherite onslaught of shutdowns and redundancies, and when 
communities were threatening to disintegrate under the pressure of these (Kirk 617) contain 
female protagonists who suffer at the hands of men due to their sense of subjugation caused by 
the effects Thatcherism.   
     It is the economic effects of Thatcherism that form the basis of Churchills Top Girls, and the 
play highlights the damaging effects of hyper-individualism on women. Churchill discusses the 
sacrifices made by women who wish to succeed in the 1980s and the loss of female solidarity 
that is the by-product of capitalism. Churchill creates a world in which women have seized 
every opportunity that the new enterprise culture sent their way.  [But] quickly and slyly it 
turns from a celebration of women's achievements to a study of what must be sacrificed for a 
woman to be a success in a man's world. It provides a sharp reminder that the advances of one 
woman do not necessarily facilitate the advances of others (Gardner). As a description of the 
economic and cultural effects of Thatcherism on women, these texts highlight the insidious and 
overt damage associated with the 1980s.  
     However, it is the complex relationship in the 1980s and 1990s between young white men in 
England with their past, their loss of empire, their relationship to multiculturalism and 
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immigration, their relationships to the changes in traditional male identity, and feminism that is 
best represented by Martin Amis and Nick Hornby. It is the specific set of conditions found in 
England in the 1980s and 1990s that all combine to act as a backdrop to Amis and Hornbys 
books. The combination of mens roles in relation to their past, the economy, and women are all 
key factors in defining and explaining the behavior and actions of the characters in Amis and 
Hornbys novels. The trauma that their characters feel in the 1980s can be traced back half a 
century earlier.  
     The notions of British Empire and post-colonial England played a large role in defining what 
it meant to be white after the Second World War as England was once the driving force behind 
the empire and colonialism and it is the white English who have found their loss the hardest to 
come to terms with (Rutherford 6). It was a unique time in which the first generation of white 
Englishmen to be born in a country bereft of any colonial power had to navigate a country that 
for many was not seen as theirs. Their outlook was shaped by pervasive attitudes of apathetic 
pessimism, and they represent a generations persistent feeling of indignation at a disgraceful 
and humiliating affair. Those who were born post 1945 have never known a time when it wasnt 
there (Prince 33). Amis and Hornbys characters grew up in the 1960s. It was a time in which 
much of the anger felt by young white men found its voice in Enoch Powells 1968 Rivers of 
Blood speech which marked twenty years of anxiety over immigration to England after the SS 
Empire Windrush arrival of 1948.7 Powell predicted that twenty million immigrants would enter 
Britain by 1983, and his rhetoric did evoke an image of potentially endless, teeming fragments 
which enter the sentient, living being of England, coagulating and hardening into nuggets 
which block and threaten her instinctual life (Rutherford 127). This cemented the idea that 
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white men were the victims moving into the 1970s, and it furthered the notion that they were 
being marginalized in their own country.   
     Amis and Hornbys characters grew up during a time in which British self-loathing has 
been so much a part of the past that most intelligent, general conversations of any length have 
included a passage about how exceptionally awful, stupid, incompetent, depressing or ugly this 
nation is (Appleyard 5). The 1970s provided no relief for a continued decline in national 
standing and pride, as by then there was a growing belief that the nation was diseased and 
slowly destroying itself, and this could be conceptualized by some white British as a threat from 
the changing racial demography of the country, a threat from multiculturalism-from the enemy 
within (Prince 88). It was with this history that Thatcher began her government in 1980. She 
would play a huge role in the ways young white men saw society, women, and empire, and it is 
through those prisms that Amis and Hornbys characters see themselves and the world.                                        
     Thatcher wished to reinvigorate a sense of national pride, and she saw her policies as the 
point where this retreat was arrested, and post imperial perception of inevitable decline thrown 
off and a new confidence and assertiveness implanted (Howe 246). For many in England,  
Thatcher reversed the sense that a love of England was a love that had better stay silent.  The 
ideology of multiculturalism created a climate in which there was no place for any pride or 
pleasure in English culture (Landsman qtd. in Prince 35). The protagonists in Amis texts feel 
this renewed sense of nationalism,8 and it is directly linked to their behavior in other realms of 
their lives.    
     Part of that nationalism is rooted in the more insidious reactions to the race riots that 
punctuated British life in the 1950s and again in the 1980s. The uprisings in various cities dating 
back to the Notting Hill riots of 1958 and the far broader and more destructive riots of 1981 
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continued to stoke the fears of many whites that they were becoming a persecuted minority.9 As 
it appeared to many whites that the riots were caused and executed by blacks and they were 
occurring in black neighborhoods, it was difficult for the white working-class, both within and 
outside the inner-city areas, to relate positively to what happened in Brixton, Toxteth and other 
cities (Rodrigues 1). There was no doubt that the images from the riots fed the subsequent fear 
that minorities were now literally burning down areas of Britain and confirmed the worst fears of 
some Englanders.   
     The riots of 1981 were not the only reminder of the 1950s for whites. The 1980s began with 
sections of young white men feeling that they were being exploited, and it was hard for them to 
fight for their jobs and their houses, but with them (immigrants) here as well trying to get their 
houses, its another opposition (Crisis? What Crisis? Turner 63). For Amis characters, the 
fears of the 1950s returned with white Englanders speaking of the indignities of declining 
welfare provisions-filled hospital beds, and unavailable council houses (Schofield 101), and 
they desired a reversal of history, a return to a certain world. The issues of welfare and state 
funded housing continued apace through the 1970s and the 1980s, and they are central to Amis 
Success, while Money is set against the backdrop of the riots in the summer of 1981.10  
     Lois Weis and Michelle Fine write, The primary discourse about welfare abusers, by these 
white men, is to draw the boundaries of acceptable receipt of government services, at 
themselves- the hardworking white man who is trying to support his family (504). The 
perception that minorities were being given disproportionate benefits at the expense of the white 
English demographic further added to the sense of anger at the riots. Some felt that minorities 
were not only ungrateful for the accommodations afforded to them by England and the English 
but also that the minorities complaints and protestations were much ado about nothing. They 
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saw the growing multiculturalist movement being driven by the Labour Party as a way to 
diminish the sense of pride in being white.   
     Many of the Thatcherite policies that Amis characters find appealing are due to their stark 
contrast with those of the Labour Party, and it furthers their turn towards Thatcherism. While 
Thatcher won three consecutive general elections between 1979 and 1987, the Labour Party 
made significant gains in local elections and greater councils. The left leaning policies of Labour 
held councils were seen as making a rush to multiculturalist agendas and a reversion to the 
disastrous economic policies of the 1970s. Rather than governing the entire population of their 
districts, the Labour Party often used resources to fund national agendas and politicized minority 
rights and womens rights as a tool to undermine the Conservative government.11   
     Many young white men had witnessed the bleak unemployment of the 1970s, and the 
Conservative Party had highlighted the long lines outside of the dole office that were symbolic 
of the decade.12 They saw a shift to a conservative economic philosophy of neoliberalism as a 
way to take greater control of their own lives.13 A system that recognized hard work was seen by 
many as a way to be more self-sufficient and reduce the dependency on government welfare 
programs. For many, union jobs that had dominated the 1970s were seen as unfair and ultimately 
unsustainable, and although the changing economic structure was a daunting prospect, it allowed 
for a greater sense of autonomy. There was an understanding that it would not be possible for 
everyone to succeed in such an economy, but rather than being at the mercy of forces outside of 
their control, it was a time in which they could be rewarded for their hard work and endeavor.  
Thatchers ideology of self-help preaches the right to be unequal (Britain in Decline Gamble 
150), and no free, capitalist, individualistic state can ever, or should ever, prop up every 
struggling enterprise, as the governments of the 1970s had attempted to do, and so Thatcherism 
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offered an economic landscape that many young white men had desired after decades of 
perceiving that they were resigned to economic stagnation.   
     Thatchers economic policies found success for both men and women, and the economic 
effects of Thatcherism permeate all of Amis and Hornbys novels, but they are central to Amis 
Money. From 1982 onwards, the dominant feature of economic policy and debate was not the 
recession but the recovery and how far it would go (Gamble 113). It was said of 1981, The 
British economy did not collapse. In fact, it began to recover soon after the 1981 budget.  It 
was portrayed as the turning point in post-war British economic management (Vinen 115).  
Though many of her policies may not have been popular, Thatcher managed to resolve some 
dicey economic situations in Great Britain. Her election was seen as a great victory for 
capitalism and prompted the beginning of a capitalist revolution of sorts (Hoyt). Despite the 
price some had to pay, the saving of the British economy was Thatchers most pressing priority 
in the early years of her leadership, and it led to the opportunities of the later 1980s.   
     There were other Thatcher policies that benefited white working-class men. In 1986 Thatcher 
deregulated the City which brought thousands of jobs to young, predominantly white, men in the 
south of England, and the success of the City established the British capital as one of the 
worlds leading economic centers (Maczynska 60). She directly influenced the explosion of 
wealth creation that had wide ranging consequences for a generation that would otherwise have 
been consigned to the same welfare provisions of the Labour governments in the 1970s. The 
Thatcher economy of the 1980s required sacrifice, but for many of those who were willing to 
embrace her economic ideology, there was the prospect of great financial reward.  
     A second issue that alienated some young white men from the Labour Party was its 
promotion of multiculturalism. Some felt that while other ethnic groups were embracing, 
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analyzing, reclaiming, and celebrating their histories, white Englanders were encouraged to hide, 
to feel shame, and apologize for theirs. Nick Hornby writes of this desire to have a more 
celebrated national identity not steeped in ignominy. He highlights the fears on the part of some 
that their identity is not as valid as those of others;  
The white south of England middle-class Englishman and woman is the most rootless 
creature on earth; we would rather belong to any other community in the world.  The 
Irish [and] blacks have something they can sit in pubs and bars and weep about, songs to 
sing, things they can grab for and squeeze hard when they feel like it, but we have 
nothing, or at least nothing we want. (Fever Pitch 39)  
There is an envy of minority cultures in so far as they are able to celebrate the reclamation of 
their identities. White Englanders are encouraged to hide their identities, as any analysis of it 
would highlight the many failings associated with being white and English. It is an unsettling 
situation for some whites to find themselves in, as to be envious of cultures they had taught were 
inferior further damaged their sense of identity. As 1980s society became more multicultural, the 
voices that demanded more integration and focus on their histories became louder, and at the 
same time the resentment by those ignored by multiculturalism became stronger.  
     Along with the sense of loss of Empire, immigration, economic decline, and multiculturalism, 
the third area that engendered confusion, fear, and anger in young white men was their 
relationship with women. They were bewildered and fearful as to what they felt women wanted 
from them, and what they saw as the strengthening of feminist movements.14 That conflict with 
women is the centerpiece of the hostility and fear felt by the characters in the texts by Hornby, 
and it is also part of the misogyny that makes up Amis novels.   
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     This anger came as a result, in part, of second-wave feminism,15 and many men felt that [i]t 
is time for men-particularly the men of Western (white) civilization-to stop accepting blame for 
everything that is wrong with the world as they live in a society in which there has been a 
veritable blitzkrieg on the male gender, what amounts to an outright demonization of men and 
slander against masculinitymen should never feel apologetic about their gender (Moore and 
Gillette 156). Moore and Gillette continue to say that there was the feeling that many women 
felt more than free, felt obliged, to give vent to any irrational sliver of derision about men which 
darted across the frontal lobes of their brains (157). Some women had a terrible view of men 
that led men to feel under attack.      
     Some men were afraid that an increasing number of women thought;  
This frightful man can be found in all our minds: He is the filthy sodwho hauls his 
snarling Rottweiler on to the underground train, drops a soiled hypodermic, lights up a 
stinking roll-up and belches over a can of lager.  Reeling home with a head full of 
losses and a gut full of bitter and chipshe rips the rags from the back of the little 
woman [and] belabours her with the dogs studded leash. (Lyndon 24)  
Not only did many whites feel that they were being denigrated by the rapidly moving push for 
minority cultural recognition at the expense of traditional white culture, they also felt that this 
depiction of them, as depraved animals driven by primeval forces of violence, was becoming 
more widespread. The sense was that women had agreed that he is out there somewhere and 
that he is the All-Man (25). Neil Lyndon continues, Some militancy in men is called forthe 
only corrective to the social injustice suffered by men (235). All of Hornbys and Amis male 
characters are in some way defined by their relationship to women, and they too feel that action 
is needed to reverse the growing resentment towards them based on their gender.    
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     For many there was a direct correlation between the growing diversity in England and the 
more strident womens movements if only because they were gaining momentum in the 1980s, 
and they were giving voice to the marginalized.16 Both are the catalysts for much of the behavior 
of the protagonists in Success, Money, High Fidelity, and About a Boy. The attack was on two 
fronts and there were frustrations of white liberal males with the generalizations of both women 
and people of color about privileged white men. Many white men have not felt that privileged. It 
is hard for them to endure the monolithic and negative labels often attached to all white men 
(Kaplan 324). There was a sense that white men were due some sort of sympathy as they had to 
endure their bodies repressed, their emotions numbed and silenced, their self-image shamed by 
feminist mockery and rage (Pfeil 177). While a turn to hyper-aggressiveness to combat this 
threat became synonymous with the early years of the decade and is the cultural and emotional 
setting for Amis Money, the later 1980s saw young white men feel the answer to this shift of 
focus on the part of women was expected to include a conversion to sensitivity, an emotional 
vulnerability, and a disavowal to the conventional qualities of manhood (Pfeil 49). A major 
theme of Hornbys About a Boy is the feeling that, just as they had reclaimed some of their 
masculinity, men were expected to lose it again at the end of the decade.   
     By the 1990s, Fred Pfeil writes that there was an environment in which men should shed and 
disavow the conventional qualities of manhood-self direction, discipline, toughness, autonomy-
to gain soft behavioral traits such as emotional sensitivity and vulnerability traditionally 
ascribed to women and children (169). For one of the first times, masculinity in all of its 
stereotypical forms was being questioned, and these questions were seen as a threat to those who 
were happy with their own views of masculinity.  
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     The soft-male is a recurring trope and a prominent part of late 1980s and 1990s British 
literature and a central part of High Fidelity and About a Boy. The two novels deal with men in 
their twenties and thirties. The shift in attitude to what young men were meant to embody as the 
1980s moved forward left a sense of confusion for many. Robert Bly writes:   
By the time a man is thirty-five he knows the image of the right man, the tough man, the 
true man he received in high school does not work in real life. As men began to examine 
womens history and womens sensibility, some men began to notice what was called 
their feminine side and pay attention to itI began to see all over the country a 
phenomenon that might be called the soft male (ix).   
It was troubling that the notions of manhood that had sufficed for their parents were no longer 
acceptable. Men felt they needed to access a side to them that they had been taught to suppress. 
Although some saw this threat to masculinity as a more benign affront to whiteness and 
maleness than the fears provoked by immigration and a return to socialism,17 it represented yet 
another attack from a society that had turned its back on young white men, and by the post-
feminist era of the 1990s, there had been a growing disaffection amongst middle-class men with 
the ideal of sexual equality (Rutherford 142). This led to men who were full of misogynistic 
anger (Rutherford 145). The themes of the changing role of men and how they have to deal with 
it is prominent in the novels of the 1990s, but their origins are in the 1980s.   
     Linked to the question of masculinity is the unmistakable fact that Margaret Thatcher was 
female. This may have been seen as a further threat to masculinity in the 1980s, as it potentially 
signaled another stage in the womens movement that they feared, but feminists would be 
disappointed by her time in office. Thatcher said, I reckon if you get anywhere its because of 
your ability as a person. Its not because of your sex (Thatcher qtd. in Vinen 117). For those 
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who hoped Thatcher would herald in a new era of rampant feminism and an attack on 
masculinity they were to be disappointed.   
     However, Thatchers policies did allow for and require a change in what it meant to be  
masculine at the end of her tenure, and so they had a direct effect on Hornbys characters in 
both High Fidelity and About a Boy. Thatchers policies encouraged individualism, and she 
wished for the success of her policies to benefit everyone in society. The change in notions of 
masculinity at the end of the 1980s felt by Hornbys characters was a by-product of the 
economic boom that had made it possible for almost everyone in society to be financially 
independent. Some women, who realized they did not need a man to be socially and 
economically successful, wanted a different type of masculinity at the end of the 1980s.  
     The changing culture, especially in the 1980s, leads to a crisis for Amis and Hornbys 
characters. The evolution of their characters highlights the changing times during the 1980s. 
Terry Service and Gregory Riding in Success and John Self in Money depict how young men 
adapted to the enormous shift in economic ideology marked by Thatchers first election win in 
1979. Nick Hornbys Rob Gordon in High Fidelity and Will Freeman in About a Boy represent 
the social challenges faced by young men in the late 1980s and 1990s. By analyzing these 
characters and the textual worlds they inhabit, it is possible to form a more refined picture of the 
ways in which the 1980s, in particular the economy and their relationship with women, affected 
young white men.   
     Martin Amis focuses on the economic aspects of the late 1970s and early 1980s. Success and 
Money both have white male characters who respond to the shifting economic policies of the 
time period in different ways. The ways in which they are able to navigate the changing decade 
of the 1980s indicate how successful the groups they represent will be. For those who were stuck 
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in the economic mentality of the 1970s, the 1980s proved a difficult time in which to succeed, 
but for the characters who embrace the hyper-capitalism of the decade, it allowed for a period of 
financial prosperity and opportunity.   
     When Success was published in 1978, the election of the new Conservative government had 
not yet taken place, but the shift towards a new economic climate was on the horizon. In 1978,  
[t]here were early signs here and there, faint foreshadows of what was to come under Margaret 
Thatcher, that the newly elected Conservatives might be prepared to try something different 
(Stuttaford). The myriad negative issues of the 1970s had been known for several years.18 Amis 
biographer, Richard Bradford, writes about the influence of the 1970s and how Amis was aware 
that the 1970s tend to provoke embarrassment. Political and economic mismanagement, 
seemingly endless strikes, football hooliganism, crass popular culture all come to mind 
(Martin Amis: Biography 121). Amis depicts these financial, social, and cultural shortcomings 
in Success along with the different ways young white men could react to those changes. When 
Amis wrote the text in 1978, he had yet to see the full effects of Thatcherism that he would 
depict in his later novel, Money, but it was clear that a new Thatcher government would bring 
drastic alterations to the policies of the 1970s.  
     The two protagonists of Success, Gregory Riding and Terry Service, are fair representations 
of the old system of obtaining wealth before the policies of the 1980s and the new way of 
earning money in the different economic climate that Thatcherism would bring respectively.  
Amis has created a tautly constructed narrative about the rise of the yobs and fall of the 
privileged in England (Finney). Gregory symbolizes the spiritual decay of the landed gentry 
while Terry is a portrayal of the greedy self-betterment of the yobs, [and] each apprises the 
others position with eloquent disgust or shameless envy (Fuller qtd. in Bradford 154). While  
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Gregory is an esthete, endlessly supercilious and charming, prone to view the world through 
rose-tinted pince-nez (Parini, par.3), he is not well-suited to the changes that the 1980s bring.   
     Gregory is the depiction of a group that desired money without the work that it requires while 
Terry, whose last name Service implies the role he has taken in life during the 1970s, is an 
example of those who were willing to embrace the more capitalist environment of the 1980s. 
Amis uses the Doppelganger theme to show the evolution of each character as they prepare for 
the changes that would come in the 1980s. Amis contrasts the resentment-fueled economic rise 
of the working class against the slump of the largely ineffectual, burned-out upper class (Stout, 
par.26). It is Terrys success and Gregorys lack of success as the novel progresses that highlight 
the alternatives presented by the new policies in the 1980s. There are nuances to their character 
development, and while the text cannot be seen as a blanket endorsement for Conservative 
policies and against the left-wing policies of the Labour government of the late 1970s, the novel 
highlights the failings of the 1970s and the promise of the 1980s.19   
     Along with Terry and Gregory, the city of London is a crucial character in the book. The 
depiction of London in 1978 acts as a metaphor for the political, social, and cultural state of 
England at the end of the decade. It is symbolic of a country that is in decline. London is falling 
apart both figuratively and literally, and it is emblematic of a country that has fallen into disarray 
and dysfunction. At various points Gregory and Terry describe the state of Britain as a cold 
square[with] dark shopfronts where cats claw at the window panes, then into the tingling strip 
of Queensway, through shuddering traffic, and the sweet smell of yesterdays trash (32). 
Gregory later says, The sodium illuminated arcades of Queensway buzzed with the random, 
yapping faces of aliens enjoying their stay or actually living here now in the dirty fire-prone 
tenements whose sparsely lit top storeys form a queasy mezzanine above the shop fronts (this 
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was a street once, with houses) (125). That it once had streets with houses suggests that 
London, while unrecognizable now, had been a more inhabitable city. It has now been overtaken 
by trash, both literal and figurative. Amis hints at the creeping fear felt by some at the 
changing demographics in London at the time when there was the perception of the arrival of an 
alien culture. It is a theme that is revisited in Money, and it is one more element of England 
that caused anger and resentment in certain young white men. The city had fallen into disrepair, 
but London itself would be invigorated by the changes made in the 1980s.  
     There is a growing shift to violence at the end of the 1970s, and there is a feeling that London 
is not only on the verge of collapse but also on the verge of anarchy. Gregory notes that the 
world is boiling up; everyone is getting nastier; everyone is drunk.People are waiting there to 
break my teeth (182), and he knows that [e]verything has changed.A whole layer of 
protective casting has been ripped off my life. Nothing looks the way it used to. Familiar objects 
now writhe with their own furtive being (170). London changed through the 1970s, and it had 
taken on the persona of the misery of the decade. As the economic and cultural climate shifted at 
the end of the 1970s, so too does London. The protective layer inoculated Gregory from the 
changes in reality required for the 1980s in the same way it had imprisoned Terry. Since it has 
now been ripped off, for Terry it becomes a city of promise and possibilities, but for Gregory it 
mirrors the unease with which he is now faced. It is against this backdrop of a personified city 
that Gregory and Terry deal with their roles in England. The city becomes a Rorschach test that 
depends on the way Terry and Gregory see themselves in the new decade, the economic outlook 
they adopt, and the politics they embrace.   
     Terry, the adopted brother of Gregory, is a product of the welfare system of the 1970s. His 
lack of money, his lack of success with women, and his role as subordinate to his brother 
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Gregory paint a picture of an impotent man who is unable to change his lot in life. Terry comes 
from a family of violence and poverty. After his father had killed his sister during his childhood,  
Terry says, I stayed alone at the scenefor over a week: people came to take my father away, 
people came to take my sister awaybut no one came to take me away. Terry is left alone in 
the house, and he says that for a week I picked my terrified way through the dead rooms, 
through the rank scullery-world of thickened milk and glaring butter, through the nights on the 
nail-bed of nerves, and through the slow time of the pendulous afternoons (26). After such 
violence in the 1960s and 1970s, the 1970s as whole had been a traumatic time for Terry. The 
dead rooms that he picks through represent both England and his own life. Life is a cycle of 
suffering for Terry, and it will continue to be as long as he keeps the mentality of the 1970s.    
     Gregory, whose family had money and so he cannot empathize with Terrys suffering, asks of 
Terrys life, Who stole it from him? Somebody did. Or he gave it away. While you and I, the 
children, pushed off into the sea, into the thunder and sunshine, he remained a melancholy, 
beckoning figure on the shore, lost in the abrasive hiss of shingles (97). Life without money or 
hope is a bleak existence for Terry, but for people like him, there is the possibility for success at 
the end of the 1970s. He needs no longer to be left on the shore as others prosper, as a decade in 
which hard work is rewarded and fortunes can change is imminent.      
     While Gregory and his family had embraced their wealth and their ability to push off into the 
sea, and made no apologies for it, Terry is given to the welfare system that fails him, and he is 
adopted by Gregorys wealthy father. Terry initially finds the world of the Ridings 
incomprehensible. He feels humiliation and guilt, but reflecting back years later he can see that 
he was a different person at that time. He says, During that first chapter of my life at Rivers 
Hall my face must have been perpetually florid with either embarrassment or shame, but now I 
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tend to see my long-ago self there as a wan and wary child (28). It is from this starting point 
that he makes his turn at the end of the novel to a more conservative, capitalist philosophy that 
highlights the possibilities associated with the individualism of neoliberalism. He no longer has 
to feel shame, as the 1980s signal a return to a sense of pride in self-sufficiency that had been 
missing in England for quite some time.   
     However, at the beginning of the text, Terry has yet to make that change. As Terry buys his 
left-wing newspaper The Guardian, he comments that he says the words thank you five times 
a morning in places like this. Thank you for letting me in, thank you for acknowledging my 
presence, thank you for taking my order, thank you for taking my money (33). Terry has had 
enough of saying thank you. He learns that individual responsibilities and the hard-work and 
thrift of which Thatcher spoke held the upper hand when deciding the financial fate of people. 
While there were people who certainly obtained and kept money without having to do much 
work, the individualism of the 1980s meant that the economy should be based on a meritocracy 
that rewards hard-work.   
     Gregory comes from the opposite upbringing to that of Terry, and he is a product of rich, old 
money that has enabled him the lifestyle he has despite having a job in which I never have to do 
anything I dont want to do. Its hardly a job at all really, in the sense of trading ones day for 
cash. For now, Gregory can afford to describe his life of ostentation, and he says, down comes 
the roof of my ritzy green car. Out burgeons my spring wardrobe. I have a £20 haircut.  
Champagne is more often than not to be found in my refrigerator (92). It is a great lifestyle for 
Gregory, but it does not fit in with new spirit of the 1980s. The new economic landscape of the 
1980s punishes people like Gregory. Gregory soon realizes that capitalism does not reward 
people who just sit around unwilling to do anything.20  
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     Gregory believes that his life is far better than Terrys because he has money and the objects 
that money can buy. As far as Terry is concerned, Gregorys life is a gloating parody of the huff 
and puff of his own quotidian dread, slumped where he is now in his days and days. All my 
gifts- social, monetary, physiognomic- take on monstrous shape, loom large like muscle-clouds 
in his sallow mind (48). For Terry the 1980s cannot come fast enough. Gregory also senses a 
shift coming, but his reaction is one of fear. Despite not working for it, Gregory thinks he has 
rightfully acquired all of the things that Terry does not have. When he sees those changes begin 
to take shape, he thinks, The world is going bad on us. Im having nothing to do with it (149). 
Gregory continues, The world is boiling. You hardly dare open a newspaper these days: the 
news is all of cataclysm and collapse. Tempers are threadbare (149). He does not realize that 
the transition cannot simply be ignored. The 1980s will reward those who take action, and for  
Gregory to simply think that he can have nothing to do with them shows how poorly prepared 
he is for the new paradigms of the 1980s. It will not be possible to insulate oneself from the 
changes of the new decade, as it is a society in which those who do not want to work will 
ultimately be found out.   
     On the other hand, Terry knows that his situation will not improve without his own 
realignment in philosophy. He remarks that Im no good at this anymore. Ive got to lock 
myself away until Im fit to live (52), but he hopes that [p]erhaps there is a solid bottom to my 
life beneath which I will never be allowed to fall (99). This is the mistake that Terry has made 
up to this point. It is this solid bottom of 1970s welfare that discourages risk-taking, 
entrepreneurship, and it limits his motivation to better himself. Terry comes to realize that the  
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solid bottom that he hopes will protect him has actually been holding him back. He can no 
longer let things that happened to him happen to him (49). He must embrace the self-reliance 
and enterprise that terrifies Gregory.  
     The second half of the novel reveals the epiphanies of both characters. Terry sees the benefits 
of what will come with the economic revolution of the 1980s, and Gregory sees that his ethic of 
wanting things without working for them is no longer plausible. Terry realizes that the outdated 
socialism of the 1970s is doomed, and he embraces the opportunities of the 1980s. Terry says,  
If you are sufficiently protected by family and cash (the argument runs) you might as well be 
mad.You are not protected, your father is not rich anymore, and what you do suddenly counts 
(122), and that his calculations about how to stay alive and sane on this planet have clearly been 
at fault (139). He also knows that people like Gregory will not succeed in a meritorious society 
even if they have so far received money for doing nothing. Money will flow to those willing to 
embrace hard work. The notion that one is protected because of previous wealth or that historical 
success will guarantee future success is now foolish. Likewise, previous failure does not 
automatically mean that fortunes cannot change.  
     Gregory also sees those same truths, and he realizes that he will not be able to coast by 
without doing some of the work. He learns that those who are not willing to follow Thatchers 
edict to work jolly hardto improve yourself (Thatcher qtd. in Murphy) will not find success.  
Gregory is filled with fear for the future, and he says, I used to love the man I would become 
(180). That lifestyle is no longer available to him without a shift in attitude to the values 
espoused by Thatcherism. While Terry is making a success of his life as he adjusts his attitude, 
the opposite fate is befalling Gregory. He says:  
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I worry about money all the time - I felt like the buckled L of a pound sign.  Ive sold 
whatever I had that I could sell.  I havent bought any new clothes since March; I go 
on about the bounty of my wardrobe, but indeed it is sorrily threadbare now.  Buying 
anything non-essential makes me feel furtive, criminal, a counterfeiter.  I cannot live 
on the money I am paid.  I cannot do anything without money leering over my head. I  
think about money all the time. (182)  
The fear Gregory feels is part of the process in turning England into a more capitalist and 
successful society. Gregory feels he has become the very signifier of money in the form of a 
pound note, and the guilt he feels at spending money shows how ill-prepared he is for the 1980s. 
Spending money is something that is encouraged, and to feel guilt is to reject the capitalist 
system. Far from being a criminal or a counterfeiter, Gregory should embrace the act of 
capitalism. While it is a daunting feeling, it is one that must be embraced in the way Terry is 
doing. It is fine to think about money all the time, but it is the way one does so that 
differentiates the 1980s from the previous decades.       
     When Gregory does finally lose his job, he finds that he is also unable to fall back on the 
family money as my father has nearly spent all of it, that mad fuck (my language will be the 
next thing to go). It lasted his time. It wont last mine. Thanks. I wish now that I had studied 
more.   But I didnt do anything. I thought proper people didnt have to. They do now (183). 
The proper people who are entitled to wealth is a theme that is repeated in Amis Money.                 
     The 1980s redefined who was worthy of money. One thing that pleased Terry but terrified 




Watching Margaret Thatcher take down the British class system was an education in how 
it's really done. It required the radical vision and iron will of someone who genuinely 
abhorred the status quo. Thatcher demolished the two conservative pillars of British 
society: the labor unions that held the parliamentary Labour Party in bondage and the 
upper-class Tory leaders who resembled the benign but hapless relics of "Downton 
Abbey." It's hard to say which side was more hidebound and resistant to change, the 
unions or the aristocrats. They were unwitting partners in Britain's paralysis.  
This class system and its reordering is one of the main issues that must be dealt with by Gregory 
and Terry. The ways in which they respond to the reframing of the previous class system is as 
important as the way in which they adapt to the new economic climate. The two are inextricably 
linked. Both members of the aristocracy and members of the working class felt that England was 
changing around them. It was those who were willing to alter the way they approached the new 
decade who found success. As a member of the landed gentry who returns to his fathers estate, 
it is catastrophic when Gregory is unwilling/unable to make changes. Terry is willing/able to shed 
his working-class history, and so he can prosper in the new system. As new people can access 
money, it is a frightening prospect for those who had assumed it would always be theirs. The turn 
to neoliberalism means that the flow of money has shifted direction, and it necessitated a change 
that is uncomfortable. Gregory feels that fear, but he has not been prepared in the ways to make 
the adjustment.    
     Terry must dismiss the policies that had previously been presented to him and accept the new, 
albeit at first terrifying, order. Terry knows this change will not come without a hard shift in 
attitude, but he is hopeful now that, by working hard, he will be able to better himself. Terry 
says, I want all that and I want all that. And I want all that and I want all that. And I want all 
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that and I want all that (177). Terry notices that I think Im beginning to like the way the world 
is changing (188), as we know a lot of things we didnt know beforeI wont be scared of 
them any more. I wont ever let them make me feel Ive done wrong. They are the strange ones 
these days, to be pitied, allowed for and put aside. They dont belong any more (193). Terry 
understands that there is no shame in wanting money. Those who level the accusation that the  
1980s promoted an ethos that encouraged greed did not see that it is a natural order of things. To 
deny that sense of greed is to be trapped in the welfare state of the 1970s. As Terry waits for the 
Underground, the previous site of the depravation and filth he saw in London, he says that Im 
going to be alright (223), as he now knows that greed is in fact good.  
     At the same time Terry makes this change, Gregory remarks that Terry, of course is doing 
well. He is doing well.  He has shown that he will perform what is necessary to succeed. He 
has shown that he is prepared to trade his daysI suppose youll trust Terences voice now, with 
its dour fidelity to the actual, rather than mine, which liked to play on the surface of things 
(184). Terry has adapted to the real world, and so now his voice is heard. Gregory admits that is 
now one that both can and should be listened to with an air of authenticity and respect that it had 
previously been denied. Success breeds power and respect, and now his opinions are trusted over 
those of Gregory. For Gregory, the new truth is dour, but is comes with a depth that his world 
outlook did not. As the balance of power shifts to those who are willing to face the reality of the 
decade, their views of London also change.  
     As Gregory walks the streets of London, he notices the beggars and tramps who have been 
lost to the new ideology. When he asks, What do you want? he hears from the shadows.  
Money, said one of them quietly (198), but Gregory no longer has money, and when he 
explains that he only has three pounds he is punched to the floor. Gregory says, Im sorry, I 
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said, holding my money in cupped hands. Believe me there is no more. There is a new world 
for Gregory to see. It is a world dominated by money yet one that paradoxically can only be 
discerned by those without it. While that world deserves sympathy, it is an element of capitalism 
that cannot completely be avoided. Gregory explains why he lost his job. His desire to coast by 
on the old system no longer works, and his employers bawl me out when I come back late from 
delivering their shitty pictures all over townthey bawl me out when I drop things, and I drop 
things quite a bit these days (201). Gregory does not like, and cannot handle, a world where 
hard work is rewarded. He would rather return to the old way of simply being given things 
regardless of the work he has done.    
     That old way did not work for many people, and Terry is able to free himself from the past 
and move forward from the 1970s. As a landmark event that represents his old life, he says that 
even the murder of his sister hasnt retained much reality of a very pressing kindI was there; 
it was real. But nowadays the memory seeks me out like a bore tapping on my shoulder, a vivid 
reel from an otherwise unremarkable film, an encumbrance, second-hand stuff (206). As 
traumatic as it was, the 1980s required an active forgetting of the past. It had to be, in part, 
something that became a bore to retain. As Terry had not been able to save his real sister, he 
had at one time felt a duty to save his foster sister from all of her problems, and after years of 
help that did not stop her death, he thinks that there was no sense in which I could assume 
responsibility for her, that you cannot take people on any longer while still trying to function 
successfully in your own life, that she was on her own now, the same as me, the same as Greg, 
the same as everybody else (207). That everyone is on their own now should not be seen as 
negative. Terry understands that there is a difference between supporting someone and enabling 
them. The need to take people on in the face of futility is no longer a trait to be heralded. 
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Thatcherism stood for self-sufficiency and a move away from the unconditional enabling of a 
system that disincentivized motivation and hard work.   
     Terry now feels the same pity for Gregory that he had been the recipient of at the beginning 
of the novel. He knows that there is little left for people who are not willing to take on the 
mentality of the 1980s. Terry says, Poor Gregory. That sad bastard. Things are certainly 
changing fast for him now. Faster than he knows, and as to the broader fate of the Ridings, he 
notes, Gregs father has gone brokebroke scares him. Broke broke his heart. His heart 
attacked him again. And they think its going to win this time (212). For Gregory the past 
haunts him, and it does not allow him to move forward. He returns to the family home and says 
that he can help mother-there are still some things left to run (God, I hope she can afford me). 
This will just have to do for the time being. Im not going back. Im going to stay out here, 
where nothing is frightening (224). As Terry embraces the work ethic that will make up the 
success of the 1980s, Gregorys inability to do so renders him impotent, and he is left to live his 
life walking the derelict rooms of his fathers estate. Even at this point, he still requires the 
crutch of familial support, and his reluctance to not going back shows the truth that those who 
could not adapt to the 1980s could not take part in it.  
     Terry realizes that his way out is to welcome individualism. He accepts that a desire for 
money is not something to be ashamed of but rather a means through which to obtain the life he 
wants. Success for him is very much linked to a more self-serving, capitalist outlook on life in 
which one takes responsibility for ones fate. Gregory does not see the oncoming change, and 
when he does, he rejects it and attempts to hold on to the old order of things in which one does 
not have to work to get success. For him, it is a world in which money can simply be kept 
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because of traditional notions of income distribution. While it is true that as Terry [is] 
increasingly vicious, our sympathy may have shifted (Morrison qtd. in Tredell 35) towards  
Gregory, it is clear that Terry, and those he represents, would rather have the money than our 
sympathy. The 1980s is a decade in which one can forge their own destinies, and while there will 
certainly be those who will suffer under the new system, this is a necessary part of living in a 
free, capitalist society. The 1980s was an environment in which those who were willing to work 
hard could succeed.   
     The questions that are raised by Success and the political and cultural changes it discusses at 
the end of the 1970s are revisited by Amis in 1984. With four years and one full term of 
Thatcherism behind Terry Service, the question becomes, what does the person who Terry must 
be in the 1980s look like? Amis answers the question in the form of John Self, the protagonist of 
Money. The thematic links between Success and Money and the depiction of characters 
inextricably linked to their economic fortunes ties them together in ways unique to the two texts.  
    Money is Amis satirical commentary on the economic fortunes of the 1980s white male, 
represented by John Self. After decades of feeling marginalized and under various perceived 
threats, John Self is the character many young white men felt they had to become. John Self, 
with all of his exaggerated flaws and unpleasant characteristics, is what the 1980s demanded if 
one were to succeed. Within Amis satirical portrayal of Self there resides a truth in what was 
demanded of those who wished to obtain wealth. That is not to say that Self is a character to be 
emulated, but many of his attributes were necessary in the economic environment of the 1980s. 
The ability to advance in a capitalist society inherently comes with an over active sense of greed 
and over-indulgence, and it often leads to a hedonistic addiction to money and the things it can 
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buy. John Self represents the good and the bad of someone who embraces the hyper capitalism of 
the 1980s.  
     Money has been described by Joseph Brooker as the most famously exemplary literary text 
of the British 1980s (The Art of Bad Government 85) and the first and most ferocious 
fictional critique of the 1980s greed (Waugh 119). Money is also Amis most significant work 
in defining the 1980s, as it is both the paradigmatic British novel of the fast-track greedy 1980s, 
and the most influential stylistically, technically, and thematically (Showalter 66). Its 
protagonist, John Self, is a lewd, fat and money-obsessed yob who is in most senses the 
symbolic embodiment of Thatcher (Horton 37), and the reader is privy to his misanthropic, 
paranoid, nihilistic rants and his tales of depravity and humiliation (Jones). While Self does 
display some of those characteristics, he is rather representative of a strand of British culture, 
albeit an exaggeration and a distillation of the worst parts of it, that welcomed the new-found 
wealth and excess of the 1980s.   
     Money is more nuanced than a work that can be read exclusively as a satirical novel, 
attacking the influence of capitalism on consciousness in the post war west (Diedrick 77). 
Britain in the 1980s brought with it a new order that had to be at least accepted if not embraced, 
and some of Selfs characteristics and behaviors can be read as a defense of the influence of 
capitalism. His behavior, while magnified, is part of the 1980s turn toward self-sufficiency and 
the desire for wealth promoted by the Conservative government of the decade. Self is fully aware 
of the new landscape, and he is a consumer par excellence, who has fully assimilated the 
grammar of supply and demand into his Weltanschaung (Lea 73). To say that he is the product 
of a self-absorbed, money-seeking and trivial generation, whose lack of humanist values mirrors 
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the corruption of the higher strata (Donate 73) is to misunderstand what it took to financially 
advance in the 1980s.   
     The idea that greed is bad had been promulgated through the 1980s and into the late 1990s by 
those who opposed capitalism, but to label the decade as greedy and selfish and to argue that it is 
a matter of morality to reject those characteristics is to ignore the fierce desire to move away 
from the suffering and hopelessness found in the 1970s. Mark Garnett writes of this perspective 
on greed, It is certainly possible to construct an argument that greed is natural. For Thatcherites, 
individuals are naturally inquisitive, and governments should do nothing to obstruct the exercise 
of this healthy instinct (233). Thatcherism rejected the idea that greed was a negative trait along 
with any desire to curb it. It is the continued association of greed with a notion of immorality 
that has negatively affected much of the economic legacy of the 1980s along with the perception 
of characters like John Self.    
     If Selfs unabashed entrepreneurial greed embodies the emergent ethos of the 1980s 
(Diedrick 77), then it should not be assumed that this is a negative development. Although in an 
interview Amis said, I think that money is the central deformity in lifeits one of the evils that 
has cheerfully survived identification as an evil (Tredell 63), it is a cavalier position that 
demonizes those who do not want to remain poor. While Amis believes that the money age 
we're living through now is a short-term, futureless kind of prosperity [and] you can feel the 
whole of society deteriorating around you because of that (qtd. in Stout, par.25). For someone 
like John Self, this attitude is fine to say if one already has money. The rich can certainly afford 
the luxury of being so dismissive.   
     For someone like Self, the possibility of being consumed by consumerism is a vast 
improvement on what could have happened to him in a different, at the time very recent, era. If 
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one believes that Money reflects Amis thinly veiled disdain for the British working-class 
making its way in the globalized economy of the 1980s (Loh 129), it is done with a lack of 
understanding for the nuance of both the working-class and the globalized economy along with a 
misunderstanding of the general state of England in the 1970s and early 1980s. While Money is 
certainly not an outright defense of 1980s economic policy, it is a depiction of the type of 
character that it created, and it is too easy to simply say that type of character is to be reviled.         
     The failings of capitalism that critics find in the novel, their rush to label greed as bad, their 
desire to completely dismiss Self as repugnant with no redeeming features, is to misread the 
motivations and necessities for Selfs actions. Self is simply a product of a decade in which 
[m]oney, its lack or abundance, has taken charge of those shades and dimensions of the human 
condition once animated by compassion, amiability, [and] aesthetic gratification (The Novel  
Now Bradford 31). The decade of compassion and amiability had resulted in the debacle of the 
1970s, and while the later 1980s would return to a sense of community, the early 1980s required 
a different set of values that were represented by Self. It is not a disparaging observation to make 
that Self almost articulates a recognition that capitalism, and his own greed, go hand in hand 
with economic and social inequality (Diedrick 88), as a capitalist system would never be able to 
avoid this link. If one wishes to avoid more economic and social inequality, one must return to 
the socialism of the previous decade. A change was required from the 1970s, and while some did 
not agree with the repercussions of the new economic system, many others did not want the 
status quo.  
     At the beginning of the text, John Self is plagued by fear, but he is not always sure why. It is a 
reflection of the general sense of unease men at the beginning of the decade felt. He says, Fear 
walks on this planet. Fear walks big and fat and fine. Fear has really got the whammy on all of us 
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down herefear really scares me (10). One fear is the loss of the safety net of the 1960s and 
1970s consensus politics of socialism which would certainly be a traumatic event for many.21  
That sense of fear is the first step in accepting the 1980s. Self realizes that this new culture of the  
1980s requires an ability to adapt to the notion of having to work as, in these days of high 
specialization, no one really expects to be good at anything unless they work at it and put in 
some time (38). Those who were not willing to become, at least partially, like him would not 
succeed.   
     Self is the new breed of man in the 1980s, driven by the sense that the old-world order had 
been unfair to those who wished to better themselves. Self would rather have the fear that comes 
with having to rely on himself than the deadening nature of socialism and its demotivation to 
work hard. Self realizes that this new system, in which someone like he could do well, is looked 
down upon. He says of those who wished to keep money inaccessible to him, You hate me, 
dont you? Yes you do. Because I am the new kind, the kind who has money but can never use it 
for anything but ugliness (59). Joseph Booker sees this character in 1980s society, and he writes 
that Self is the working class lad who struck it rich without bothering to acquire the educational 
and cultural capital hitherto associated with wealth (57). The offense which that causes is to be 
expected but not apologized for, and Self says, it must have been cool for people like them in 
places like this before people like us started coming here also. But were here to stay. You try 
getting us out (81). Self, and those who espoused the meritocracy of Thatcherism, welcomed 
the fact that money is so democratic: Youve got no favorites. You even things out for me and 
my kind (221). It is a return to the theme of class structure that Amis began in Success, and it 
again lauds the fact that in the 1980s, the free movement of money was less restricted upon 
previous class lines.   
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     A capitalist system allows money to move more freely through society, and so it accounts for 
the possibility of achieving wealth for people like Self. Just as Terry Service was able to access 
wealth in ways that would not have been so easy in the 1970s, so too Self is able to become rich.  
His work as a director of adverts, the ultimate symbol of consumerism, has afforded him a life in 
which he can travel to America to invest in movies. Self is the type of person who members of the 
establishments more rooted in an older ideology, like Gregory Riding, would designate as 
unworthy. However, that mindset is an anachronistic ideology for those who welcomed the new 
atmosphere brought about by a more unfettered capitalism.   
     Self does not apologize for his desire for wealth. He says of the 1960s, I am a product of the 
Sixtiesan obedient, unsmiling, no-comment product of the Sixtiesbut in this matter my true 
sympathies go back further, to those days of yore when no one minded feeling like death the 
whole time (65). Self is not prepared to feel like death as many of those in the previous 
generation had come to accept. 1970s in particular had been a period of stultifying economic 
suffering for many. Self appreciates that not everyone sees the positives of the new order, and 
the new 1980s economic philosophy meant that some pain had to be felt; the 1980s produced an 
environment in which [t]here used to be a bookshop here, with the merchandise ranked in 
alphabetic order and subject sections. No longer. The place didnt have what it took: market 
forces (71). These market forces were a cornerstone of the 1980s economy, and such closures 
were an unfortunate, if not unanticipated result, of those economic policies. A world in which all 
bookstores could succeed was never a possibility under the capitalism of the 1980s.  
     At times, John starts to question that philosophy, and he thinks that [d]ollar bills, pound 
notes, theyre suicide notes (112). Amis addition of the phrase suicide notes to the title of the 
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text hints at his agreement with Selfs initial assessment, but Self quickly changes his attitude 
towards cash. At the same time as he bemoans the self-destructive nature of money, he also sees  
Ossie Twain, and comments that hes rich-for-life but he works in money, in pure money.   
His job has nothing to do with anything except money.  He works in the cracks and vents of 
currencies. For those services he is rewarded with money. Lots of it. It is beautiful, and so is he 
(115). For one to succeed, one must fully commit to money. It must be sought after in both the 
obvious places, but it must also be chased down the cracks and vents of society. Money itself 
makes its owner beautiful. For any misgivings John has about money and how/why one would 
get it, he finds its lure inescapable.  
     Self is as addicted to it as anything else, and as an addict, he is willing to ignore any 
misgivings he has about it. Self also understands that the alternative for those who are not 
willing to try and risk obtaining it is to;  
Seep out of schoolTo what? To nothing.  The dole-queue starts at the exit to the 
playground. Riots are their rumpus room, somber London their jungle-gym. Life is 
hoarded by others.  In my dayyou could just drop out. You cant drop out anymore.  
Money has seen to that. Theres nowhere to go. You cannot hide out from money. (144)  
The queue quickly reminds him that money is not a suicide note. For the people that did not 
desire money, London was simply an extension of the failed school system. Life was 
predetermined for many, and the chain of events that began with their inevitability fates led to 
violence and despair. In reality, the images of dole queues were still fresh in the minds of 
young men coming out of the 1970s, and the sense of hopelessness at leaving school with no 
prospects was the cause of much of the fear felt by them. For those young men, London recalls 
the same desperation seen by Terry Service and Gregory Riding that would persist until 
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capitalism is embraced. The 1980s may have been cruel for some, but they are a vast 
improvement on previous systems for many others. If becoming like John Self is the price to pay 
for success, many young people in England saw it as a necessary, if not desired, transformation 
to make.   
     Amis supplies no greater metaphor for the failures of socialism than the story of the two-
headed snake. Self is reminded of the reason he has become what he is. Self hears the story;  
Two headed snakes are rare and dont last long. Theyre forever quarrelling about food 
and which way to go. They keep trying to kill each other and eat each other all the time. 
Soon, one head becomes dominant. The smaller head is obliged to tag along but has no 
say in things anymore. This arrangement keeps them going for a little while. But they 
both die quite quickly. (162)  
Self believes that socialism attempts to artificially keep both heads alive, but he understands that 
it ultimately means death for both. The only solution is to allow for the progress of one of them 
even if it means that the other must die. It is a fundamental question of which way individuals 
want to go. To allow individuals to untether themselves from one another is traumatic, but Self 
would rather be responsible for his own success or failure. The thought of being beholden to the 
actions of another seems both unrealistic and unfair. As with the two-headed snake, such an 
arrangement of symbioses leads to bitterness and self-destruction.    
     Thatcherism allows for some to thrive while others must be left behind, but if it is achieved 
through a meritocracy, it is a better system than forcing all parties to suffer. Self knows that  
[y]ou have to be tough to want a lot of money. You have to be tough to make money, as 
everyone knows. But you have to be tough to want it. Money means as much to those who have 
it as to those who dont. There is a common pool. By wanting a lot, you are taking steps to 
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spread it thin elsewhere (263). There is no guarantee of success, and the price of failure in a 
capitalist society is, as a zero-sum game, steep. It requires a toughness that had not been 
encouraged in previous years. It is a bargain that Self is willing to make, as he believes that 
when we start to reward failure, we begin the process of not acknowledging the importance of 
success (Williams), and Self wants to live in a world that recognizes success.   
     In an acceptance of the price of a capitalist system, Self tells the story of his uncle who;  
Started out in the dry-goods businessNorman worked hard. The days were long and 
sweet. Years passed. And nothing happened.  So he sold the concern and poured all his 
energy into household appliances. He failed again.  He tried his luck in the timber 
yards. Failed at that, didnt have any luck.  Ventilation engineering swallowed the 
money up with no trouble at all and didnt give any back. Then he did the really hard 
thing. He came home. (193)   
Norman is an example of the possible failure that capitalism requires. There were some who did 
not succeed in the economic climate of the 1980s, but there was also liberation. There was a 
freedom in being able to fail, and an even greater freedom in having the opportunity to try again. 
Normal understands the high costs involved, but capitalism is harsh business. After a decade in 
which entrepreneurship and enterprise were disincentivized, Self is not so naïve as to think 
capitalism is a guarantor of success. He is willing to accept a system in which success is 
possible, and he, as many others, welcomes the economic opportunities that came with 
Thatcherism. There were certainly harsh realities to be faced by those in the 1980s, but the 
alternative was far bleaker for far more people. For many, socialism had been a failed 
experiment for decades, so the easy criticism of the 1980s appeared to be a willful rejection of 
the reality of the past.  
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     Further faults in the socialist system of the 1970s are revealed when John meets his father at 
the racetrack. He says of his father, Do you know what he did, that fucker? He submitted a bill 
for all the money he had spent on my upbringing. Thats righthe fucking invoiced me  It 
was six sheets of foolscap, thumb-typed.  He tabbed me for everything, pocket-money, ice-
creams, rug-rethinks, everything. Inflation had been taken into account. Id cost him nineteen 
thousand (167). Selfs father might have felt it was comforting under socialism to know that 
one could always just pass the costs of something onto the next generation, but Self knows that it 
is not a long-term viability. It is a never-ending chain that does not allow anybody to succeed 
without the burdens of debt. Individuals should do well based on their own decisions and not be 
tied to a welfare state that must continuously be supported by the work of some so that others do 
not need to take the risks associated with capitalism. It is unrealistic and unfair for Self to be sent 
an invoice for debts accrued by the previous generation. Self is unable to truly move forward if 
he remains indebted to the past as his father wanted.   
     Self desires to move on, free from any debt to his father, and while his own quest for money 
ultimately does fail, it is far from being an indictment of capitalism. It highlights that the system 
works. He is cheated by someone who is equally driven by the desire to obtain money, and Self 
will learn from his mistakes. It may be cut-throat, but it is part of the system. As Self begins his 
descent into poverty, he notices more than ever that to live in the 1980s one must have money, or 
at least the ability to access it again if it has been lost. Self says, Im looking for money. Im 
looking for money. Give me some. Go on. Do itI dont know whats in store for me but I 
know Im going to need money to help protect me from it (333), and he realizes that money is 
[t]he great addiction.  You just cant kick it, that junk, even if you want to. You cant get the 
money monkey off your back (354). There can be no doubt that Self is partially a loathsome 
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character who displays some of the worst in human nature, but he is a product of the 1980s. If 
one wishes to accept that a shift was required from the suffering of the 1970s, then one must 
account for the type of person that Self represents along with an acceptance that any and all types 
of people can have access to wealth.   
     Many people wanted a new approach to the economy, and it was one of the reasons that  
 
Thatcher was elected in 1979, but that new system demanded a new type of personality. Just as 
Gregory Riding struggled at the turn of the decade and Terry Service initially floundered, it was 
only after Terry changed his outlook that he became a success. The same applies to John Self. 
Amis creates a character that is self-serving, xenophobic, misogynistic, and greedy. While they 
are gross exaggerations of the type of person the 1980s produced, it betrays an underlying truth. 
The 1980s did require a turn to individualism and greed if one wanted to advance, and while 
there were those who do not flourish, there are others who succeeded in ways that were not 
possible in the 1970s.   
     While Martin Amis focuses on the ways young men have to change in order to meet the 
economic demands of the 1980s, Nick Hornby writes about men and how they adapt to social 
changes at the end of Thatchers time in office. High Fidelity and About a Boy deal with the way 
men adapt to the new concept of masculinity that they felt was forced upon them in the 1990s.  
Hornbys texts deal with mens dynamic with women and the broader notion of society that these 
women represent at the end of the 1980s and into the 1990s, and his novels are just as valuable 
as Amis in defining the effects of Thatcherism. The characters in Hornbys novels are 
extensions of some of those in Amis, and they can be seen as representing the ways in which 
Terry Service and John Self had to again change their outlooks in the early 1990s just as they did 
in the late 1970s and early 1980s.  
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     Rob Gordon in High Fidelity and Will Freeman in About a Boy represent the continued and 
required shift on the part of male characters as a result of the successes of the 1980s, and the 
texts examine how the characters move from the 1980s to the 1990s. Hornby studies the initial 
resistance to these changes and the ultimate acceptance from young men at the start of the 1990s. 
The ways in which they handle the terrain resulting from the policies in the 1980s dictate the 
success they will have the 1990s.   
     Hornbys white male protagonists navigate what they feel is a very unique time for their 
demographic. They are forced to move from the masculine decade of the 1980s into what 
appeared to be an emasculating 1990s. Hornby depicts a world where the problems for young 
men have shifted, and their real problems are ones of gender relations rather than economic 
relations. Rob Gordon in High Fidelity (1995) must come to terms with the fact that, in the 
1990s, women can control their own economic circumstances, and Will Freeman in About A Boy 
(1998) is forced to confront the fact that women no longer want the stereotypical 1980s man. 
Both of these circumstances were directly influenced by Thatcherism. It is the change at the end 
of the 1980s that they initially reject.  
     There needed to be an alteration in the way men looked at their relationship to women and 
society as a whole, and that shift was not always welcomed. At the beginning of the 1980s, the 
Conservative government held an attraction to those men who felt at the mercy of the new 
women who had been invigorated by third wave feminism.22 However, while Thatchers Britain 
was based on more traditional, stereotypical representations of men and women, her economic 
policies meant that the economic boom, especially in the South of England, resulted in women 
being in control of their own of incomes.23 In the 1970s, men felt secure in an affirmation of 
their traditional roles, but the success of the economy in the 1980s meant that they had to deal 
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with the increased presence of women in the work force and women who could be financially 
independent.   
     In Hornbys works, the male protagonists connection to the women in their lives reflect the 
changing role of masculinity, how womens roles have changed, and the ways in which women 
and men see themselves at the end of the 1980s and the beginning of the 1990s. Hornbys texts 
do not contain the same biting, acerbic, or graphic satire of the two Amis texts, but in their own 
humorous way they explore the ramifications of a masculinity reformed for romance (Faulk 
158). They reveal the fear of men in their thirties that the masculine world they thought they had 
inherited from their fathers has disappeared. Hornby depicts the traditional ground of the 
misfit[and] offers a devastating portrait of the selfish, isolated, infantilized modern Man 
(Allen 63). While the individualism and capitalism of the 1980s allowed for, and in a sense 
required, characters like Terry Service and John Self, the end of the 1980s and the 1990s meant 
that those types of characters had to transform into a different type of man. It is that 
transformation that Rob Gordon and Will Freeman find difficult to make.   
     The themes of High Fidelity can be broken down into two sections: Robs ability to function 
in the economic environment of the late 1980s and 1990s and his inability to function in relation 
to women and the changes he must make in both in order to move forward. The link between the 
two becomes apparent as his inability to make money means that he must rely on his girlfriend in 
ways that undermine his sense of manhood. He is fearful of both arenas, and while his fears are 
rooted in the 1970s, his salvation lies in the late 1980s. Rob Gordon was born in 1960, and the 
text continually refers back to the 1970s and in doing so reveals the true causes for his anti-social 
behavior and his inability to function properly in the 1990s.   
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     At the very beginning of the novel Rob concedes that the 1970s were pivotal in the formation 
of his character. Rob says that his hometown was a terrible place to grow up (136). One could 
substitute hometown for England and the statement would still ring true for many. As he reflects 
on leaving when he was eighteen, 1978 in the novel, he states, I moved when I was eighteen, so 
I only spent a year seeing the place for what it wasa suburban shit holeand hating it. Rob 
sees that the decade was pivotal in shaping the young man he was to become, and as many in 
England in the 1970s realized, we got to adolescence and just stopped dead (151). Rob reflects 
on the traumatic 1970s and describes himself, I couldnt ever get comfortablethere was no 
room to stretch out. I was depressed. I was fretful. I was intimidated (23). The scars of the 
1970s left Rob stuck in this posebecause of a few short weeks in 1979...I feel as though I 
made a face and the wind changed, and now I have to go through life grimacing in this horrible 
way (26). The 1970s offered little in terms of hope, and the stagnation was only reversed in the 
1980s. In order to move past this paralysis caused by the policies of the 1970s, Rob eventually 
accepts capitalism, but for the first half of the 1980s he is reticent to do so.  
     Robs recovery begins in the mid-1980s. The 1980s allow him to both recuperate from the 
1970s and prepare him for life in the 1990s. The early 1980s were a time for Rob to consolidate 
his position as he reflects, For five yearsI just paddled around in the shallow end (29). The 
1970s had been the shallow end for many in England, and it took some time for men like Rob 
to make the change from the 1970s to the 1980s. While Terry Service and John Self made the 
shift quickly, people like Rob took a little longer to see that the new ethos of the 1980s was their 
way to move forward.   
     Rob refers to 1988 as a time when people felt happy and economic forces meant that one 
had to take a job that paid about forty-five grand a year because [one] couldnt find one that 
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paid under twenty (91). Rob looks around at the state of the economy in the late 1980s, and he 
notices that many have got the sort of car keys that you jangle confidently like a BMW or a  
Batmobile or something flash and he does work which requires a suit (167), all signs that the 
1980s were a marked improvement on the unemployment of the late 1970s. Rob wants to 
embrace the 1980s and says, Do I want what theyve got? You bet. I want their opinions, I want 
their money, I want their clothes. I want to go back to 1979 and start over again (199). Rob 
realizes that there is no room for guilt in the 1980s. Just as Terry Service and John Self, Rob 
does want the trappings that come with greater access to money.   
     Rob has a desire for the opportunities of the 1980s. Rob sees that he has potential and tells 
himself, Im here to bring it out (265), and he realizes that he should be doing Something. 
Working (266). He sees that his girlfriend is a Hot Shot City Lawyer, and he realizes there is 
no shame in looking after ones own interest and seizing the opportunities available to him. The 
1980s were a time that revealed potential and encouraged people to better themselves through 
their own devices. His final rejection of the socialism of the 1970s arrives and he says,  
What if Im about to become dissatisfied with my lot? What do I do then? I thought we were 
supposed to ditch anything superfluous and get by on the rest, and that doesnt appear to be the 
case at all (286). These thoughts coincide with his realization that his previous failings came 
straight out of 1973 (297). Rob sees that it is his viewpoint that must change rather than having 
the environment adapt to him. The 1980s force him to question some of the things that he had 
thought to be true, and as with any change, he is at first fearful. His satisfaction at the end of the 
text, both with his new economic situation and his relationship to Laura, shows that the shift was 
ultimately highly beneficial.   
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     The second major theme of High Fidelity, and one that will be fully realized in About A Boy, 
is the connection between Rob and the female characters. The individualism that the economic 
boom of the 1980s created meant that men often fell short in the association they had with 
women. Robs girlfriend, Laura, bemoans the lack of commitment shown by men in the 1980s. 
She tells Rob that his generation are men who cannot commit, who cant say I love you even 
when they want to, who start to cough and splutter and change the subject (163). Laura 
continues, Are you intending to stay the same for the rest of your life? Same friends, or lack of 
them? Same job? Same attitude? (271). Rob realizes the economic opportunities that the 1980s 
have afforded him, but he also realizes that moving forward and into the 1990s will require him 
to look at his relationship to women.   
     Robs association with women is also representative of the fear that he, and many others, had 
in no longer being able to operate using the same paradigms that had worked for their fathers.  
Rob does not share John Selfs misogyny, but the root of his fear is the same concern that he has 
lost some sort of parity and equality (6) with women. What Rob means, and what Self means, is 
that losing parity and equality stands for dominance and superiority. For men of the 1980s, 
the notion of equality is frightening enough, let alone having to worry about being subservient. 
When Rob thinks of his former girlfriends during the 1980s, he says, We went out for two years, 
and every single minute I felt as though I was standing on a dangerously narrow ledge (23). The 
late 1980s began an even greater sense of unease, as there was the sense that things were no longer 
falling into traditional male/female patterns. It is a confusing time for Rob, but one he must now 
navigate in ways that his father did not.  
     The links between the economic changes of the 1980s cannot be disentangled from the 
change in mens perception of themselves. For Rob to be successful he needs money, and he 
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obtains that money from his girlfriend. That untraditional exchange of capital has caused trauma 
to Rob, and he questions his role in society. Rob concedes that Laura has changed, and  
now shes intense about work (90), but it is the money that he needed from her to keep his 
business afloat that has caused the real tension in their relationship.   
     Of the early 1980s, Rob says, I borrowed a large sum of money from her and have not repaid 
any of it (92), and he adds, I have never paid her back because Ive never been able to (99). 
At the end of the 1980s, he is able to pay her back, but these early events are damaging to his 
sense of masculinity. He still, like many, reaches for a previous time for reassurances about what 
it means to be a man. He says, Im happy to be a bloke, I think, but sometimes Im not happy 
being a bloke in the late twentieth century. Sometimes I would rather be my dad. He never had to 
worry about delivering the goods, because he never knew that there were any goods to deliver 
(121). Rob looks admiringly at the men that can still take on more traditional male roles. In 
relation to women he says:  
There are men that call, and men who dont call, Id much, much rather be one of the 
latter. They are proper men, the sort of men that women have in mind when they moan 
about us. Its a safe, solid, meaningless stereotype; the man who appears not to give a 
shit, who gets ditched and maybe sits in the pub on his own for a couple of evenings, and 
then gets on with things; and though next time around he trusts even less than he did, he 
hasnt made a fool of himself. (157)  
As the 1980s draw to a close, Rob sees that, although those roles may be comforting, the old 
mentality will not benefit him moving forward, and so he realizes that a change must be made. 
Rob understands that he does not want to be the type of man who bottles up his emotions, as it 
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will lead to isolation. While the image of the traditional man that has been presented to him 
seems desirable, it is no longer viable, nor does he ultimately want it to be. Rob wants to be the  
new man of the late 1980s and 1990s, and that will require an acceptance of the 1980s economic 
changes and the resulting change in gender dynamics.  
     When he allows Laura to help him financially, he says, I should be bursting into tears of love 
and gratitude, not sulking (302). He does finally accept that [i]t would be nicer, in some ways, 
if I wasnt so bound to her.  [but] Laura is who I am now, and its no good pretending 
otherwise (305). His new world now includes Laura, a new job, a new bond with his parents, 
and a new sense of community. He has to make adjustments that were made more difficult by a 
desire to hang onto an outmoded sense of what it means to be a man in the 1980s. While success 
in the early 1980s generally called for the aggressive, individualistic traits associated with the 
masculine, the success of Thatchers policies by the end of the 1980s meant that men now had to 
make a swift change into a more socially aware, sensitive, and community minded man.   
     The depiction of the female characters is just as important in Hornbys novels in defining the 
male characters. Amis feeds off the stereotypes of women, as he is writing from the viewpoint of 
Self, but Hornby writes female characters with far greater depth and sympathy. Hornby does not 
allow his female characters to represent that all women [are] interlopers on the sacred ground of 
male memory, as well as blocking figures to homosocial bonding (Faulk 157), or that women 
are culprits guilty of sabotaging special, intimate male relationships as Amis does. Hornby 
does not buy into these notions of women, but they are representative of the fear that some men 
had in the 1980s and early 1990s that these new women were somehow infringing on male 
territory.   




Rob has such fear. Robs generations female counterparts seem able to match men in terms of 
confidence, intelligence, social bravado and hedonistic endurance (Bradford, The Novel Now   
143). It leads to a sense of perplexity and anxiety in men. With all of Robs failings, he may have 
been able to continue without much interruption if the female characters had remained the 
archetype of the 1950s. In his semi-autobiographic book Fever Pitch (1992), Hornby discusses 
going to a soccer game with his father, and he marks the change that had transpired in the twenty 
years since he went in the 1970s. He writes, Maybe a nine-year girl old in the nineties would 
feel that she had just as much right to go to a game as we did. But in 1969 in our town, this was 
not an idea that had much currency, and my sister had to stay at home with her mum and her 
dolls (10). In High Fidelity, Laura is representative of a new, liberated, self-sufficient women 
who would never accept the idea that she should stay at home with her dolls.    
     By trading in her dolls for a successful career, Laura views the financial arrangement of their 
relationship with less gender-based anachronism than Rob. Rob feels that his loss of autonomy is 
directly related to the gain of power by Laura. Rob admits that one of the truly devastating things 
is not just the loss of Laura herself but that the worst thing about being rejected? The lack of 
control.  I know how unbelievably and pathetically childish it is and so in acting as a child he 
feels its the only thing I can do to grab any sort of control back from her (110). To not adapt 
to the changes Laura requires would leave him in the long run completely defeated and a 
representation of the outmoded men who believed they could cling on to outdated notions of 
gender roles. Just as it was not plausible for those who wanted to succeed in the 1980s to remain 
stuck in the philosophy of the 1970s, so men must change moving from the 1980s to the 1990s.   
     The representation of a character who is making the transition to the softer 1990s, albeit at 
first reluctantly, can be found in Hornbys second novel, About a Boy. He revisits the theme of 
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what it means to be a man in the early 1990s. With less of an emphasis on capitalism and 
economic conditions in England in the 1980s, it focuses on its protagonist, Will Freeman, and 
what it means to be successful while integrating himself into a wider society. He must accept that 
women are now economic and cultural power brokers in that new society. That new society is 
one of the final steps of the legacy Thatcherism has left. Economics are no longer as important of 
an issue, so the 1990s no longer needs the traditional type of 1980s man represented by Terry  
Service and John Self.  
     About a Boy is a discussion on the state of the nation at the end of the 1980s, and it is the 
linear progression of the role of young men from the 1970s to the 1990s. Terry Service and John 
Self embodied some traits that were not to be admired, but they were traits that were necessary. 
By the time one sees Rob Gordon in the late 1980s, he is forced to deal with the financial 
elements of the 1980s, but he must now also adapt to the changing relationship between men and 
women, something that Self did not concern himself with. The successful, if painful, gains of the 
1980s now allow for John Self and Rob Gordon to become Will Freeman, the protagonist of 
About a Boy. Conservative policies at the beginning of the 1990s left an environment in which 
people, especially men, no longer need such a hyper-capitalist, hyper-individualist philosophy. 
The 1990s man needs to make the shift to a more caring, society-friendly person. It is only 
possible because of the hard work of many in the 1980s to rescue England from the economic 
and social struggles of the 1970s. While Thatcherism may have officially finished by 1990, there 
can be no doubt that it was the foundation that enabled the Will Freemans of the world to shed 
some of the more unlikeable characteristics of John Self, Terry Service, and Rob Gordon.  
     In the early 1990s, Will Free Man is still living a life free of romantic entanglement, free 
from a sense of society, or any responsibility that comes from social investment. However, he 
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comes to the same realization as Rob that the world he is clinging to disappeared with the end of 
the 1980s. His is the story of what to do after the sacrifices made for the success of the 1980s 
have been completed. The fear of losing ones masculinity, and the fear of sacrificing autonomy 
that shielded men in the 1980s is now no longer valid. In the 1990s, Colin Hutchinson writes,  
Such a resolution lies not with patriarchy but rather with the surrender of macho 
individualistic assertiveness to a feminized form of pragmatic left-liberalism (12). The hyper-
capitalism, individualistic, entrepreneurial atmosphere of the 1980s worked in reviving the 
British economy and a national sense of pride, so the 1990s allowed for a shift towards a more 
altruistic, centrist ideology that encouraged social conscientiousness.  
     The beginning of the text shows that definitions by which Will sees himself as successful are 
rooted in the 1980s. Will is certainly a man created by a specific time period. Wills least  
redeeming, but most self-aware, characteristic is his knowledge of how shallow and self-serving 
he is. When asked by his friends to be godfather to their child, they laud him for his possible 
hidden depths, and as he declines the proposal, he replies, I am this shallow (10). He 
understands the selfishness of his generation that is a result of the 1980s. He also feels that a 
change is expected in the 1990s even though he does not wish to make it. He tries to be more 
altruistic, but it is insincere. Hornby writes, He had, after a fit of remorsevolunteered to work 
in a soup kitchen, and even though he never reported for duty, the phone call had allowed him to 
pretend, for a couple of days, that he was the kind of guy who might (36). This feigned 
selflessness was something that men thought was required in the 1990s, but a real and authentic 
turn to compassion was necessary.  
     Wills instinct to put himself first is the product of the 1980s. Will says, Theres just me. Im 
not putting myself first, because there isnt anybody else (149). His sees this as a desirable trait, 
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where looking after oneself is not a negative quality, but is rather a necessary characteristic 
instilled into an entire decade. The 1980s have left him unprepared for this new identity, and  
Will felt as if he were a chick whose egg had been cracked open, and he was outside in the 
world shivering and unsteady (301). The 1990s were a confusing place for those who had been 
told to be so individualistic, but just as the 1980s needed a rethinking of priorities after the 
1970s, so the 1990s again asked men to reconfigure themselves to the changing times.  
     In order to move forward in the 1990s, Will reintegrates himself into a wider social circle. His 
connection to society at large in the 1990s is also mirrored in his attitude towards children. He 
sees them as an inconvenience, and they result in a loss of autonomy. When Will visits his 
friends who have children, Hornby writes, It was bad enough that they had children in the first 
place, why did they compound the original error by encouraging their friends to do the same.  
For some years now, Will had been convinced that it was possible to get through life without 
having to make yourself unhappy in the way that John and Christine were making themselves 
unhappy (10). It is not so much that he does not want to be a father, but that he would just not 
want to be the type of father that the 1990s requires. 
     When Will thinks of being a parent in the way that is needed for men after his fathers 
generation, he insists that he is too young, too old, too stupid, too smart, too groovy, too 
impatient, too selfish, too careless, too carefulhe didnt know enough about kids, he went out 
too often, he drank too much (35). Despite having a distant relationship to his father, he sees 
that as the standard type of connection with children that he could envision for himself. It is the 
type of fatherhood in which one is more of an observer than a participant. Children, women, and 
family units are all representations of things that require a commitment to something greater than 
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oneself, and Will is not prepared or equipped to do that. It would also be impossible, as the 
women Will meets now are not willing to settle for a man so entrenched in the 1980s.   
     Just as Laura needed Rob to, in essence, grow up, so the women Will meets are also looking 
for someone less superficial and stereotypically male than they would have in previous decades. 
During one of his dates he is told, [W]hen youre a single mother, youre far more likely to end 
up thinking in feminist clichés. You know all men are bastards, a woman without a man is like 
aasomething without a something that doesnt have any relation to the first something (22), 
but this does not interest Will, so he is happy remaining on the peripheries of any commitment. 
In doing so, he insulates himself from anything that might question his preconceived ideas of 
what it means to be a man. His dates attitude scares Will, and it is symbolic of the new type of 
woman who demands more for themselves in the 1990s.   
     Will believes that faking the role of the more enlightened, modern man is a viable option. It is 
something that he is able to keep up for certain periods of time, until he is forced to reveal his 
true nature, at which point his relationships come to an end. While he is playing the role of 90s 
man, he is Will the Redeemer (22), and a serial nice guy (27), but it is too difficult an act to 
maintain. To truly find success in the 1990s he will have to sincerely make the transition. He 
cannot conceive of a way in which he could be the type of person/parent who is sought after by 
women in the 1990s.  
     One of the women he meets is Fiona. She is the representation of the new parameters between 
men and women that the 1980s man finds foreign. She has a sensitivity that Will finds an alien 
concept. After Fiona tries to kill herself, Will wonders how such a thing could even cross ones 
mind. The selfish setup that he has created for himself does not take into account that anyone 
would have those thoughts. He says, [H]e couldnt recall having the faintest urge to take his 
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own life. When it came down to it, he just wasnt that engaged.  He wasnt much bothered 
either way about anything, and that, he knew, would guarantee him a long and depression free 
life (102), since what good were real feelings anyway (158). Real feelings and sensitivity are 
luxuries that many saw as being unaffordable when the very country was in danger of collapsing 
in the 1980s, but now a return is possible to a more liberal notion of community and connection. 
According to Hornby, men in the 1980s did not feel as if they had time to analyze themselves in 
the way that would be needed in the 1990s if they wished to have meaningful relationships.   
     It would be possible to remain insulated, but that would mean remaining a product of the 
1980s. Even though there are dangers in entering into social contracts, Will comes to realize that 
to not return to society is to become invisible. The time of isolation has come and gone. While it 
was necessary in the 1980s, it has now become a detrimental attribute. Fionas son, Marcus, tries 
to bond with Will, and he refuses to leave Will alone. Will must work Marcuss visits into the 
fabric of his day (116), but it requires a traumatic rejection of his solitary days. Wills 
resistance eventually evolves into an understanding that such bonds are necessary, and 
ultimately, rewarding.   
     Wills epiphany comes when he realizes there is a danger that Marcus will become 
Will/Rob/Self, and while it is acceptable to Will if he himself does not make the changes 
required, it is unacceptable for Marcus generation to be allowed to do the same. Will says that 
he saw the kind of help Marcus needed. Fiona had given him the idea that Marcus was after a 
father figure, someone to guide him gently towards male adulthood (164); if he wasnt 
Marcus father, then someone else would have to be (229), as now is the time when men will 
have to reclaim their roles as stewards of the next generation. This is Wills opportunity to 
contribute to society and to something greater than himself. Wills rejection of his selfish 
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behavior, necessarily encouraged during the Thatcher years in order for the country to move on 
from the paralyzing 1970s, has allowed him to now behave selflessly.   
     Will no longer wants to feel like a cypher, someone who has done nothing with his life  
 
(192), as he now got a glimpse of what life could be like if he were in anyway interesting. The 
way to be interesting is to engage with society whereas the way to survive in the 1980s was to 
engage in individualism. One of the first steps is for Will to stop being the hard man who claims 
to have the answers for everything, and he admits to Fiona, I want to help, but I know I wont 
be able to. I havent got the answers to anything (269), but that is not what women want, and 
she replies, Thats what men think, isnt it?  That unless youve got some answer, unless you 
can say, Oh, I know this bloke in Essex Road who can fix that for you then its not worth 
bothering. Upon realizing that it is acceptable to show vulnerability and to not see it as 
weakness he thinks that [h]e had never had any kind of intuition or empathy or connection in 
his life before, but he had it now (272). He realizes that he does not need to know everything, as 
that is not what women want. It is a realization which is one more step closer to achieving his 
place in a wider community.   
     At the conclusion of the novel, Will is surrounded by his new friends and family, now 
amounting to many rather than only him. He knows that despite the fact that he had lost his 
shell and his cool and his distance, and he felt scared and vulnerable (306), it was a price worth 
paying. If the beginning of the 1980s had been a time of fear and trauma for young men, then the 
beginning of the 1990s held similar sway over their lives but for different reasons. Men were 
expected to move on to a sense of community and a different way of expressing masculinity after 
the necessity for them to be individuals in the 1980s.   
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     Hornby undertakes a study of Will as a man of the 1980s whose economic, social, and 
cultural outlooks are misplaced in the new, softer 1990s. Just as John Self and Terry Service had 
to make the change to a more conservative philosophy to find success in the early 1980s, so now 
Rob and Will must make a shift to more liberal attitudes in the early 1990s. This cannot be seen 
as a criticism of Thatcherism, but it is rather an admission that her policies worked and the harsh 
decisions she made in the national interest had now allowed for a relaxing of her most unpopular, 
albeit required, policies. Will Freeman is what, one would hope, John Self will eventually 
become. It was only through the individualistic environment of the 1980s that the 1990s allowed 
the turn to a more socially conscious and engaged man.  
     There was much to fear for white men like Terry, John, Gregory, Rob, and Will at the end of 
the 1970s and the 1980s. The loss of empire, the new necessities of the economy, the change in 
the notion of masculinity, the emergence of new feminist movements, and the rise of 
multiculturalism were all aspects of late twentieth century Britain that caused great unease, 
resentment, and anger among a large demographic in England. Since many of these fears 
culminated in the 1980s it is easy to conflate these anxieties with the government of the time. Far 
from Thatcherism being the cause of these issues, her policies allowed for young white men to 
move past the failures of the 1970s and into the new role they found in the 1990s, as 
contributing, productive members of society and as newer, more engaged men.   
     The economic policies in the 1980s allowed England to move forward into the prosperous, 
inclusive, and more liberal 1990s. This celebration of England as a modern, multicultural, 
economically vibrant nation was built on the back of Thatchers disparaged tenure, and to 
celebrate the 1990s and the new role for young, white men without acknowledging the necessity 
of her policies is to ignore the vital role she played in Englands economic and social revival. 
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That individualism is represented by Amis in the form of Terry Service and John Self, while the 
literary depiction of what the 1990s man looked like is found in the characters of Rob Gordon 
and Will Freeman. The ways in which all four characters struggle is representative of the era in 
which they must operate. The Thatcher years of the 1980s demanded the more self-serving 
capitalism found in Amis novels, as to not do so resulted in the failure experienced by Gregory 
Riding. Through the sacrifices of those in the 1980s, the struggle in the 1990s became one of 
social integration and a re-evaluation of the role of the individual in broader society. Hornbys 
depiction of that struggle shows that, while it may be painful, it was possible but only because of 
the required selfishness of the previous decade.  
     While young white men lamented the loss of their past and the new role they had in the 
society of 1980s and 1990s, young black men fought for a stake in English society. Second-
generation blacks did not have the same history with England as their white counterparts, but it 
was just as complicated. The 1980s were just as pivotal for them but in different ways, and the 
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Chapter 3  
Being Black and British in Alex Wheatle and Caryl Phillips   
     Caryl Phillips and Alex Wheatle are part of a small but growing group of black writers who 
focus their work in and around the 1980s, and they discuss themes that resonate from the events 
of that decade. The effects of the 1980s are felt decades later in their works. There are relatively 
few black authors published during the 1980s and 1990s. Some who have written about both 
immigrants and black Britons during that time include Mike Phillips Blood Rights (1990), Diran 
Adebayos Some Kind of Black (1995), and the poetry of Linton Kwesi Johnson and James 
Berry. Just as important was the creation of many black publishing companies that released 
anthologies of black British fiction.24 These anthologies included News for Babylon (1984) and 
Heart of the Race: Black Women's Lives in Britain (1985). Mike Phillips book depicts the 
search for the daughter of a Conservative politician, and it allows for a study of the role of its 
black protagonist as he combs through London for her and his own role as a black man in 
London in the 1980s. It was a decade in which black meant other and black was 
unquestionably the opposite of British there was a strong sense among black people of being 
under siege and of feeling the need to fight for a place and a future in the country (Olusoga, 
par.19). The dark under-belly that Mike Phillips portrays acts as a metaphor for the very politics 
and policies of Thatcher.  
     In the same vein, Diran Adebayo discusses the role of black men in the 1980s and 1990s. 
Adebayo himself recalls a decade when a white Brit, with a sorrowful shake of the head, 
attempts to explain to me how my kind can never be really British. Many black writers still felt 
there was some institutional racism, but it was now directed towards specific incidents like the 
Stephen Lawrence case rather than blanket racism across the board of English society.25 Black 
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poetry was also a vital part of black writing in the 1980s. While initially accused of doing little 
more than create a generation of rioters and illiterates, using language fit only for quarrelling 
and shouting (Kerridge, par.1), Linton Kwesi Johnson brought voice to the marginalized in 
1980s Britain with his spirit of anger and protest finding its ideal subject and opposite under  
Margaret Thatcher's Conservative government (The Poetry Archive, par.2). James Berry 
experimented with language and speech patterns in a similar way to Johnson, and his poetry was 
also linked to Thatcherism. Along with Johnson, he was a central part of the literature that 
politicized [the] social and cultural landscape of the time. For many black poets, the speeches 
of Powell and Thatcher marked a shift from a politics of resistance to one of rebellion (McLeod 
100). Along with the new publishing houses, black British writers began to articulate their voices 
during a pivotal decade in the lives of minority communities.   
     Alex Wheatle and Caryl Phillips provide greater and broader temporal depictions of young 
black men and their lives both at the beginning of Thatchers tenure and the twenty years that 
followed than in other works by black authors. Both Wheatle and Phillips have texts that span  
Thatchers entire time in office, and they both revisit their characters in the early 2000s. Alex 
Wheatles Brixton Rocks (1999) and East of Acre Lane (2006) are both set in the build up to the 
Brixton Riots in 1981, and the final book in the trilogy, Brenton Brown (2013), reevaluates the 
characters and their children twenty years later. Caryl Phillips novels and plays cover the entire 
range, from first-generation in the 1950s in Foreigners (2008), young black men in the 1980s in 
Where There is Darkness (1982) and three generations of immigrants in 2009 in In the Falling 
Snow (2010). They all directly and indirectly discuss many of Thatchers policies and the effect 
they had on the lives of minorities during the 1980s.   
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     Alex Wheatles and Caryl Phillips texts also deal with the relationship of first- and second- 
generation immigrants to England and to each other. They analyze how minorities define their 
own identities and their place in Britain in the 1980s under Margaret Thatcher. Just as 
importantly, the works show the progress that was made in England during the 1980s, 1990s, and 
2000s with regards to race relations and the overall climate for minorities in England. It is only 
through a comparison of the texts spanning the decades that one can see that the advancements 
made pivot around the actions taken in the 1980s. While Caryl Phillips and Alex Wheatles 
texts pivot around the 1980s, their characters are defined by their parents emigration to England 
in the post war period.  
     The initial role of minorities after World War Two in England has been defined by the arrival 
of the SS Empire Windrush in 1948. In the years since, there has been a complicated process of 
assimilation, rejection, identity making, and reconciliation on the part of first-generation 
immigrants and their children and grandchildren. While the first-generation saw the move to 
England as either temporary or as a fresh start, they were predominantly focused on the future. In 
the 1980s, the second-generation was simultaneously looking backward and forward. The 
younger generation had to reconcile what their parents had been through with the reality of its 
own relationship to England under Thatcherism. They were left with the burden of their parents 
suffering and the failures and the anger that it engendered, and they were also focused forward at 
the society that still did not consider them British despite Britain being the country of their birth. 
It was frustrating for the first wave of immigrants not to be accepted or welcomed by Britain, but 
for the generation that was born in England, the rejection was even more confusing and 
infuriating. This generational conflict is key to the lives of all the characters in Alex Wheatles 
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and Caryl Phillips texts, novels that chart the immigrant experience from the initial arrival of the 
SS Empire Windrush through the early 2000s.  
    The influx of minorities starting with the SS Empire Windrush brought not only a culture 
shock to the traditional English demographic that received them, but those arriving in England 
had to deal with a set of circumstances that they had not anticipated. The promise of a return to a 
motherland that would greet them as returning heroes after many of their exploits in the Second 
World War did not materialize. While the political maps of the world had been redrawn and 
colonialism was reaching its end, for those arriving in England after 1945, there was little solace 
in any notion of post-colonialism.   
     The end of the Empire did not result in much of a change in attitude on the part of the 
colonizers. Even during the 1970s, those in school in England were still taught that [blacks] 
were descended from primitive African tribes (Pilkington 12). For those who felt they had been 
promised a country that would be welcoming to its subjects, they were instead greeted by 
ambivalence at best and outright racial hostility at worst. Ian Hernon writes that [w]hat greeted 
them on arrival was naked bigotry.  They were refused lodgings, work and access to pubs, 
restaurants and other establishments (175). The immigrants also found that a considerable 
amount of others treated them as inferior beings, persons who should stay within their own 
sequestered communities or  given that the rationale for their mass arrival was post-war labour 
shortageencouraged to leave as soon as they had served their purpose (Bradford, The Novel 
Now 191). The veneer of acceptance was easily broken and every argument or dispute you got 
intin the street, at school or at workhowever mild, was likely to begin or end with the 
question: Why dont you go back to where you came from? (Mike Phillips 163). It was clear 
that while the British had been more than happy to host minorities from the colonies who could 
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help in the war effort, there was little desire to make the arrangement permanent, and it was a 
country now growing increasingly frustrated by their presence.   
     For many immigrants it was not intended to be a permanent move, and the initial aim to earn 
some money and return home was still the goal. Mike Philips writes that [v]ery few of the 
migrants could guess what problems they would encounter or the course their lives would take. 
Most of them thought they would be back in Jamaica in a few years with money in their pockets 
(83). While the animosity was surprising and hurtful, it was not something they believed they 
would have to put up with long-term.  
     The situation did not improve moving into the 1950s when it became clear to many that they 
would be remaining in England for the long term. In the 1950s, life was made difficult by a lack 
of housing and a lack of possible advancements in the workplace. Immigrants were squeezed 
together in dilapidated buildings in the worst parts of towns. Slumlords preyed on the 
unwillingness of broader English society to accept minorities.26 The result was a cycle in which 
the white Englanders believed that the immigrants were lazy and lived in squalor only because 
those were the circumstances forced upon them. It was a loop that could not be broken, as to be 
black meant to be consigned to a low-paid job or no job at all, to live in substandard housing in 
an inner-city ghetto and have your children go to one of the worst of the state schools (McSmith 
89). The relationship with the English and the institutions that represented the English continued 
to deteriorate. The 1950s saw the height of racism. There was little to find hope for as there was 
a continuation in poor job prospects, substandard housing, racial attacks and de facto 
segregation. As far-right groups became more brazen in their attacks on immigrants,27 several 
high profile and particularly vicious attacks culminated in the Notting Hill riots of 1958.28            
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     The 1958 Notting Hill riots changed the way immigrants saw themselves and their place in 
English society. While there was a backlash against the violence of the riots, and progress was 
promised by the government, police, and broader society, for many, the damage had been done.  
The riot marked a turning point, as [t]he race riots hit black people like a bomb. The belief that 
one day they would be accepted as British was badly, for some irrevocably, damaged.  The 
image of Britain as the Mother Country now looked like a cruel joke (Pilkington 139). Any 
illusion that the immigrants would be welcomed into British society had been destroyed. If 
anything would change, it would have to be forced upon England.   
     The riots in 1958 did allow for a symbolic venting of long held frustrations, but while the 
rioters regained some of their pride [they] faced a backlash both in the streets and in the 
legislature, which would have profound effects on future generations (Hernon 179). A few did 
return to the West Indies but most stayed after 1958. However, they reevaluated their roles. 
Many decided that the passivity and subservience that led to the riots was no longer a valid 
option. They began to form more militant and insular philosophies that would be passed down to 
their children. That militancy fed into the white narrative that the black male comes to embody 
anxieties and fearsin the form of the hedonistic Rastaman, the militarized machismo of the 
black power movement or the sexualized threat of the mugger (Proctor 74). While their parents 
had initially sought to distance themselves from any hint of aggression, those involved in the 
riots of 1958 and the 1970s at times embraced it.  
     One cause of the shift to a more militant reaction by the children of immigrants were the 
growing black power movements in the United States that were filtering through to England.  
Malcolm Xs visit was an influential moment for many in England.29 It marked the turn to a 
more aggressive demand for equality that would ultimately lead to the violence of the 1970s and  
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1980s, as a deeper despondency was apparent amongst Black British people. They began 
looking at the necessity of campaigning against bigotry and for wider rights, and began to look 
to the United States to borrow strategies from the Civil Rights struggle (Wambu , par.15). Black 
authors also saw their work as more proactively political rather than as a passive representation 
of events, and [t]he importance of Black British fiction was not only to help make visible the 
discrimination and violence prevalent within British society against Black communities but also 
to mobilize and animate a Black politics and artistry (Horton, The 1980s: A Decade of 
Fiction 11). Wheatle and Phillips are certainly members of the group that weaves a political 
narrative throughout their texts, and they contain characters who are willing to fight back against 
the racism suffered by them and their parents.   
     Along with this more confrontational attitude, there was also a sense of failure that seeped 
into the second-generation. The role moving forward for immigrants had been realigned and 
reassigned. For some, whatever hope or naiveté there was that they would be allowed full access 
to English society had been destroyed. The second-generation would have to create a new 
narrative if England was not prepared to be a place that would accept people like them. These 
children eschewed their parents passivity for a more proactive, organized, and, in 1981, violent 
approach.  
     As things became progressively less hospitable for immigrants in England, and they became 
further disenfranchised, they began to imagine a homeland that would be free from any of the 
hostilities they faced. It was another legacy given to their children. Many of the second-
generation characters in Wheatles and Phillips novels are members of a group who believed the 
narrative that their parents had left a utopia behind that made their existence in England even 
more unbearable. This narrative was not only false, it caused further issues for second-generation 
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immigrants. They not only felt that they did not belong in England, but they also felt resentment 
that their parents had taken them away from their rightful birth place. It was a mindset that 
influenced the immigrant experience in the 1970s for the second-generation. Wheatles and 
Phillips texts contain characters, most notably the protagonists of Wheatles works, who blame 
their parents for coming to England in the first place, as they have been told that their homelands 
were free of such suffering and racism. This sense that a prosperous, idyllic, welcoming, and 
familiar country was waiting for them back home was a consoling image for many, but there 
was a danger in romanticizing the countries of origin for those born in England. As the second-
generation began to see that there was no Edenic homeland waiting for them if only they could 
find a way back, it led to further disintegration between the generations, and it influenced their 
mindset moving into the 1980s.   
     Writers in the 1960s cautioned against the idea that pre-colonial cultures are something we 
can easily recover, warning that a nostalgia for lost origins can be detrimental to the exploration 
of social realities within the critique of imperialism (Loomba 38). Gayatri Spivak warns that 
[o]ne should resist the romanticizing of once-colonized societies as distant cultures exploited 
but with rich intact heritages waiting to be recovered (qtd. in Loomba 37). This idealization 
meant it not only placed England in an even worse light, but it meant for some that the reality 
need not be faced. The 1980s decade and the novels are informed by discord, Thatcherite 
welfare debates, conservative rhetoric, an increasingly politicized and policed generation with a 
new relationship to the British nation, and the romanticization of the Caribbean as safe and stable 
home (Evelyn 28). They believed it would just be a matter of time before they could return to 
that home.  
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     The realization of this false narrative is a large part of the fracture between the first- and 
second-generation characters in all of the texts in this chapter, and both Wheatle and Phillips 
address the issues of misrepresentations of the temporal and spatial past. As the second-
generation began to see that this imagined homeland did not exist, there was a shift in desire to 
make England their true and permanent home. For those who were no longer willing to believe 
in a glorious, welcoming return, there was a renewed wish to move in and through British 
society rather than skirt around the peripheries as observers. For black British writers born in 
England, there was little desire to write about something they did not know. Those Britons 
cannot write about some faraway home from a position of remembrance, they write about 
Briton from their own British viewpoints (Sesay 107). While the first wave of immigrants wrote 
about their homelands, Black writers born in Englandare developing within the British 
landscapes and social groups that they have been born into. Not only did the second-generation 
want to be accepted by white British society, they wanted to become integrated into it.   
     Mark Stein writes of the association to England that separates the second-generation writers 
like Phillips and Wheatle from the first:  
Their attachment to Britain is not only symbolized by the British passport they often 
hold; their birthplace is Britain, or at least much of their youth was spent there.  The 
homelands left behind by the parents are less available to this group of writers. Most 
importantly, there are no direct memories, excepting those of journeys to these countries.  
The parents homeland many be present through the parents accounts and memories; 
these places may be visited, and these places may in fact be represented within  
Britainbut the connection with such an origin can be quite tenuous. (7)  
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These indirect or non-existent memories cannot be the source of their writings. To reinterpret or 
reword their parents experiences does little to advance their own agendas and desire to belong. 
However, Stein goes on to argue that there will never be a break between the generations as the 
sense of diaspora is not limited to individual memoryit is one of the decisive features of 
communal identificationthere is no end to the diaspora condition since the rupture of 
displacement may be remembered forever (63). The second-generation felt that they had to 
separate themselves from their parents, but there was simultaneously an inability to fully do so.   
     The ironic way in which both the second-generation authors and many of their characters 
attempted this integration into British society was to rebel against the society they wished to join.  
The second-generation had [t]he notion that the generation of migrants who arrived as adults 
had somehow accepted their role and status in Britain, in contrast to their children whose 
behavior throughout the seventies was symbolic of their rebellion (Mike Phillips 256). The 
acts of rebellion were also a continuation of the struggles begun in the 1958 riots which many 
second-generation immigrants saw as another failure on the part of their parents.    
     The police played a large part in that rebellion, and they are central to Wheatles trilogy. The 
police became the representation of everything that minorities wanted to force to change. Changing 
the school system, the government, the job market, peoples attitudes, and the welfare system 
seemed a bridge too far for many, and the means by which to do so too complex. The running 
battles with the police allowed them to express their anger toward what they felt was a 
representation of many of the things they despised. It was the way in which minorities often 
interacted with English society as a whole. While the police always had a contentious interrelation 
with the Windrush generation, it now became an integral part of daily life for many in the minority 
communities in the 1970s and 1980s.   
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     The beginning of the 1980s saw the most widespread and destructive riots in England. The 
causes of the series of riots across England were not particularly complex. They included a 
continued deep mistrust of the police, low employment, substandard housing, and the continued 
effects of racism at every level of English society including its major institutions. 1981 marked ten 
years of economic decline which had resulted in huge numbers of unemployed, particularly among 
minorities. It also marked the beginning of the Thatcher government and the policies minorities 
believed she would put in place, and it coincided with many second-generation characters in the 
novels reaching their teens and early twenties.   
     Thatchers handling of the Brixton Riots defined her early years for minorities, and it acts as a 
barometer for the changes that would be made by the beginning of the next decade. The riots 
caused an even greater divide between black urban minorities and the rest of England. English 
people outside of the worst hit urban unemployment centers did not have the same impression of 
authority and the police that minorities had. The view of the police was very different in the 
black community where the sus law made it very easy for them to be the target of, often unfair, 
policing practices.30 These issues were particularly prevalent in Brixton, the setting for all of  
Wheatles novels. Both Wheatle and Phillips have limited white characters in their works which 
highlights the ghettoization of the minority community at the beginning of the 1980s.   
     The white characters in the texts also can trace their anger to the contentious atmosphere of 
the 1950s and 1960s and the strained race relations of the 1970s. Sentiments still ran high across 
society, and it was not just immigrants who felt they had waited two decades to settle some 
scores. Ian Hernon writes that [t]he sons and grandsons of the Teds became skinheads and  
National Front bovver-boys (182). Little had changed on either side of the immigrant 
experience for many in the 1970s, and some of the violence was just as much a message on the 
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part of anti-immigrants that minorities should know and keep their place. Because of the 
economic and social limitations felt by those in the black communities, they fulfilled the 
prophecies imposed upon them by white England. The cycle could not be broken, as being poor 
simply led to being poor and being uneducated led to being uneducated. There was little way to 
show they could be productive members of society as they were not given the opportunities. It 
reinforced some logic that they had been given their chance by moving to England, but they had 
failed to take it.   
     Caryl Phillips and Alex Wheatles characters are enormously affected by the decisions made 
at the beginning of the Conservative governments first few months in the 1980s. At the same 
time as many young black men were deciding how to interact with established institutions in 
English society, Margaret Thatcher had to decide how she wanted to deal with problems that 
were now her responsibility. Thatchers role in improving race relations, high unemployment, 
community police interactions, and law and order topics was key to her approach to improving 
the economic and social conditions of England after the 1970s. Her swift and firm reaction at the 
time to the real-life events later depicted in Wheatles texts was a necessity if order were to be 
restored, and Phillips portrayal of British society between 1982 and 2009 shows the progress 
that had been made because of those actions. There were marked improvements during the 1980s 
and through the more multicultural decades of the 1990s and 2000s, many of which can be traced 
back to the actions and policies carried out during the 1980s. Minority issues had plagued 
English society from 1948 on, but the turning point for many of those problems came under 
Thatchers time in office. Thatcher and England should be judged by how the decade ended and 
by the later representations by Wheatle and Phillips rather than how the decade began.  
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     The evolution of minorities mirrors that of England itself in the 1980s. The early 1980s was a 
defining time for the second-generation and its coming of age, and it highlighted the differences 
they had with their parents. It was also the beginning of the process of reshaping England as a 
whole in order to successfully move forward after the failures of its past. The two processes are 
interwoven, and while broader British society had problems that were not the same as minorities 
and immigrants, their ultimate objectives were the same. Many throughout England wanted to 
effect a change that would lead to greater freedoms and prosperity. That objective required an 
analysis of the past as a way to progress. Minorities wanted to shift the paradigms that had 
restricted them for decades, just as England desired a change from the policies of the 1970s as a 
whole.   
     For many in the minority community, the 1980s was the time for this transformation as it was 
a decade in which the second-generation became teens and young men in their twenties. All of  
Wheatles and Phillips texts contain protagonists who are young men in the 1980s. In the 1970s 
the second-generation was too young, and by the 1990s many of the issues that they had fought 
for had been addressed and rectified. The 1980s was the decade in which they would have to 
create their identities.   
     Mike Phillips writes of this second-generation, We were the generation that changed things, 
because we didnt have the constraints that our parents had.  They would have to put up with 
it, [but] my generation didnt have to put up with it, and we didnt (298). It was a generation 
that would not hold their tongues (Upstone 123). They also had to decide what they wanted to 
do about an understanding of their personal and unified history and the suffering of their parents. 
There was the matter of how much had been kept from them by their parents and if a reclamation 
of that history was even possible. Jenny Sharpe writes, There isnt a sense in which one can 
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identify a past, pull it on like its a nice new overcoat, and then stride purposefully to the 
futurethis was true for all of us black British childrenthere was nothing in textbooks, 
nothing in the geography around me which actually acknowledged that I had a past (30). Caryl 
Phillips novels are informed by a need to engage with Britain, as he did not want a whole 
generation who are going to have to digest the historical nonsense that [he] had to (Sharpe 35). 
The 1980s time period was one in which the second-generation had to reconcile its desire to 
understand and root itself in some sort of history with its desire to break free and define its own 
place in England without the burden of their parents past.   
     It was also a time for England to analyze what it wanted to be moving forward. The actions of 
many in the 1980s were reactions against the failures of the seventies, a counter-revolution 
against its consequences, a determination not to repeat its mistakes (Beckett 3). As a nation, 
England had to decide if it wanted to keep the status quo or make fundamental changes to the 
way it operated. It was not just minorities who were facing a difficult past, and in 1980,  
Londoners were grieving for themselves, for the decency they have always held.  They seem 
to be suffering from a loss of faith in the British character (Kramer qtd. in Beale 140). For 
many, the only way England could go forward successfully was to make sense of the past and 
then move on from it. To the credit of many both within the minority communities and within 
the power structures of the decade, many of those issues had been resolved by the 1990s. 
However, the 1980s had not begun with much optimism, due in large part to the experiences of 
minorities in the previous decades.   
     The transition between the first-generation of immigrants and their children finding their roles 
in England was traumatic and violent. The Brixton Riots are heavily represented by Phillips and 
Wheatle, and it is the event around which several plots and characters evolutions revolve. While 
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generally depicted as being negative, Thatchers immediate actions during the riots were a matter 
of national emergency. Phillips and Wheatles texts show that the early 1980s required strong 
leadership. It was a crucial moment in the creation of second-generation identity and the ability 
of its children to inherit an England that had been transformed from the despair and 
disillusionment of the 1970s. It was the decade that followed the 1981 uprisings that defined the 
role of minorities in England.    
     Those changes are shown by Phillips and Wheatle in their later work. By 1987, Stuart Hall 
observes, Ive been puzzled by the fact that young black people in London today are 
marginalized, fragmented, unenfranchized, disadvantaged, and dispersed. And yet, they look as 
if they own the territorythey occupy a new kind of space at the center (qtd. in Arana 19), and 
by 1990 [t]he myth of British culture as insular and racially specific had crumbled under the 
manifest evidence of a multicultural identity (Lima 49). Linton Kwesi Johnson notes that it 
was under a Thatcherite government that things began to change for black people.  By the end 
of the Thatcherite period a black middle class began to emerge and by the end of the twentieth 
century we were closer to the center than the periphery (Johnson qtd. in Lowndes, par.25). The 
lives of the minorities in Wheatles Brenton Brown and Phillips In the Falling Snow reflect 
these developments.    
     Caryl Phillips and Alex Wheatle portray characters in their earlier texts who are hostile to the 
British government, and Thatcher is depicted as the cause of much of their suffering. Her 
policies and the actions of the police and government at the time are portrayed as negatively 
impacting the black British community. However, many of those actions taken in the early 1980s 
were intended to restore law and order to communities that had been disaffected long before she 
came to office. Her push for stronger measures to ensure civil obedience was beneficial for 
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minority groups as well as for those around England who were not directly affected by the 
violence. Out of the initial violence and anger that defined 1981, the 1990s saw a more tolerant 
English society that was more multicultural in both its look and outlook, in large part because of 
the rebellion of the second-generation and the overall governmental work to reshape England. 
Wheatle and Phillips both accurately reflect in their later novels, Brenton Brown and In the 
Falling Snow, those positive changes made in the 1980s.  
     Alex Wheatles novels, Brixton Rock and East of Acre Lane, are set just before the Brixton 
Riots. They depict a group of young black men and how they see themselves and their places in 
1981. Wheatle is committed to the social realism of black youths growing up rough on council 
estates faced with the daily struggles to overcome drugs, poverty, violence, police brutality, and 
an educational system in which they feel marginalized (Loh 121). The third text in Wheatles 
trilogy, Brenton Brown, revisits several of those characters at the end of the 1990s. All three 
books were written twenty years after Thatcher came to power but they are firmly set in and 
influenced by the weeks leading up to the Brixton Riots. It is Thatchers policies, both real and 
simply perceived, that are the catalysts for the growing tension in the days leading up to the 
Brixton Uprising.   
     The tension in the late 1970s and early 1980s was not caused in a vacuum, and it is the 
experiences of the first-generation with police and authority that informs the behavior of their 
children. These texts depict an England in which minorities had been perceived by white  
Englanders as a threat to public safety since the arrival of the first wave of immigrants in 1948. 
When the Notting Hill riots took place, it only served to reaffirm the idea that black youth were 
out of control and needed to be policed in an even stronger way. There was the feeling that the 
1981 riots had even more menace to them. They were conducted by a new generation. While 
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their parents strove for equality and a unifying of society, many in English society saw minority 
children seemingly intent on simple destruction.   
     The riots of the 1980s and the ways in which they were dealt with were a sign that a sea-
change was taking place in England. They were the storms before the calm, and a delineating 
point between the failings and the unrest of the 1970s and the return of England to a nation of 
laws in the later 1980s. Thatchers policies were sometimes painful and unwelcome, but they 
ultimately resulted in the more accepting societies found in Wheatles Brenton Brown and 
Phillips In the Falling Snow. It would be absurd to say that matters pertaining to race-relations 
ceased to exist in the 1990s, as even in 2019 there are areas of great concern with regards to 
minorities in England, but the English minorities found themselves in was very different in 1991 
than it had been in 1981.31   
     As a marker for the earlier discord, Alex Wheatle depicts the atmosphere during the divisive 
build up to the riots. The main characters in East of Acre Lane, the second in Wheatles trilogy, 
are Biscuit, Coffin Head, and Floyd. The text is set in the few months before the Brixton Riots 
between April 10 and 12, 1981. It is an area in which characters regularly commit crimes, sell 
and take drugs, and rejoice in the destruction that accompanies the riots. Far from any moral or 
political motivation for their participation, they simply use the occasion to loot Brixton and 
attack the police. As the main characters tour their neighborhood, Biscuit observes the violent 
nature of Brixton:  
He passed a supermarket on his right and noticed ten or so trolleys keeled over on their 
side. Vandalism touches everything around here.  On his way, he mentally cursed the 
boarded-up housing, the rubbish on the streets, the graffiti that covered the railway 
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bridges that made up his habitat. Nevertheless, it was home, and he was part of his 
environment just as much as the run-down church he now passed by. (8)  
This state of decay describes England in 1980 as much as it does the minority experience. The 
destruction and graffiti that Biscuit sees is not new. England as a whole had been made into a 
run-down country with memories still fresh of the winter of discontent in which rubbish did pile 
up on the streets.32 It is Biscuits growing resentment at accepting that it is home that drives his 
violent actions and resentment towards the police and what they represent.     
     Wheatle shows the discord between the police and young black men, and there are concrete 
reasons for the police to interact negatively with the characters. Wheatle writes, A tall, twenty- 
something officerstepped out of the patrol car and surveyed the scene in front of himSmiley 
looked to the heavens and prayed that the hot goods had not yet been reported to the beast (33). 
Wheatle understands that the gap between the police and the black characters is not as simple as 
to highlight one side as correct and the other as incorrect. There are reasons why the police feel 
resentment towards some in the minority community. Wheatle uses real events to portray the 
anger felt by characters. Smiley says to the officer, Shouldnt you be finding out who fling a 
petrol bomb in dat party de uder day (34).33 The investigation into the fire, that ultimately 
cleared the police of any wrongdoing, certainly took too long to conclude, but that seems to be 
little justification for Smiley to commit crimes and claim harassment.   
     This historical interjection by Wheatle highlights the perceived institutional racism of the 
time period, but it also shows that in the 1970s and early 1980s, police were living in fear of 
confrontations in the Brixton area. Wheatle writes, [T]he second policemen, who had remained 
in the patrol car, busied himself with his radio before stepping out, imagining the worst of 
scenarios (35). As Biscuit and Smiley wait in their car filled with stolen goods, having finally 
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given their correct names, they are checked and they leave with a warning to produce documents 
the next day. The interaction indicates that, at times, these encounters were contentious only on 
the part of the black youth.   
     These characters cannot legitimately have it both ways and sell drugs and revel in their 
antipolice rhetoric that includes the song Beast affe dead, me she de beast affe deadme gwan 
tek me ratchet knife an cut dem in dem head (41) and also expect to be left alone. Biscuit lives 
in a world in which [p]eople did go missing when they couldnt find work.  Some, like 
Biscuit himself, sought to provide by illegal means. Every Saturday morning, he witnessed the 
exodus of single mothers to various prisonssome of these desperate womenhad already 
shacked up with other men who came by their incomes via illegal means, starting the cycle all 
over again (53). It is a world defined by crime and violence, and just because there may be 
justification for their illegal actions, it does not mean that the police and government should 
abdicate their responsibilities to law and order. A need for new policies and economic initiatives 
to help minority communities was not mutually exclusive with maintaining lawfulness.   
     The government also offered other routes that would maintain law and order. Biscuits 
girlfriend makes the counter argument that, instead of a life of crime, he should take advantage 
of the government YOP scheme,34 and she says de money aint brilliant but at least deyve got a 
chance of getting a permanent job when dey finish de six-month course (59). Biscuit would 
rather continue to sell drugs than take part in the scheme. Another female friend of Biscuit is  
doing alright yknowlast year she got all her O levelsshes jus done her mocks for her A 
levels.  She told me she wants to be a social worker (59). There is a marked difference 
between the female characters who are all trying to better themselves through legal means, while 
the black male characters are all involved in crime. It would point to another reason why mostly 
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young, black men are the targets of the police and why the racial discrimination is 
disproportionately gender-based.   
     That bias was not unique to the 1980s, as ever since the 1958 riots there had been a growing 
radicalization of young black men. The increasing influence of the American Black Panther 
movement is shown in Coffin Heads decision to finally turn his anger into militancy.35 He says, 
Floyd had given him a book about the Black Panthersthe story of Eldridge Cleaver.  One 
of those beastman gonna suffer.  Cos a violent oppressor only takes notice of violence (140). 
The police are a symbol. They are not only a symbol of the government, but they represent 
decades of a complex relationship between white/black, immigrant/native, colonizer/colonized. 
They represent the initial negative welcome their parents received and the lack of prospects the 
second-generation felt they had.   
     Wheatles depiction of the first hours of the riots is accurate, and it reflects the violence faced 
by the police and the need for government action.36 Felix Brenton writes of the events, On 
Friday April 10, 1981, two police officers were attempting to help an injured young black man in 
their car when a group of young black men, misinterpreting the officers actions as harassment, 
attacked the vehicle (1). In East of Acre Lane, Wheatle writes about the cab that was carrying 
the young black man and how it was surrounded by the police, free de yout! someone cried. 
 He saw ghetto youths picking up bottles, bricks, milk crates, and bits of wood.  Youths 
were hurling missiles at the police vehicles (259). The view of some whites was that the riots 
were an excuse for civil disobedience, and they were not based in any real struggle. Wheatle 
writes that this view may have some validity, as Although [Biscuit] wanted to get away from 
the scene, it was exhilarating to be part of this madness (260). Later in the riot,  
Biscuit says, his whole body was charged with a weird elation he couldnt describe (269).  
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There can be no doubt that without the socio-economic conditions in 1981 there would not have 
been such riots, but there was also the sense that it was an opportunity for those claiming 
oppression to take part in gratuitous violence that they saw had few repercussions.   
     Wheatles account of the looting confirms the legitimacy of the views of many in Britain. He 
writes, Coffin Head and others ran into an off-licence and helped themselves to bottles of all 
shapes and sizes (268). He depicts the real-life images that those in Britain saw, and he writes 
that [t]he windows of every shop that skirted the High Streethad been smashed to 
oblivionwomen fought over gold in a wrecked jewellers. A suited man sat on a kerb and burst 
into tears as his shop was emptied of all garments.  A small boy, separated from his mother, 
picked up a melted policemans helmet and tried in on for size (272). The final act comes when 
Coffin Head catches up with a policeman. Holding the gun he had purchased, Coffin Head  
locked him in his sights, and like a hunting lion advanced stealthily towards his prey.  Coffin 
Head trained his aim to the mouth of the constable.  The assassin searched the distressed eyes 
of his prey and felt an awesome power.  The power to take a life or grant one (275). Despite 
not killing the officer, it represents the real threat felt by police at the time and the difficulty in 
finding any possible reconciliation. The seemingly senseless destruction of property along with 
the real effects on legitimate business owners set the tone for an England on the brink of 
anarchy, and the implication that the next generation would continue the cycle needed to be 
addressed.          
     Thatchers push toward lawfulness was a key factor in allowing for the policies of the 1980s 
to succeed, and it is clear to see in Wheatles later work that those policies had been successful. 
A stronger voice for those supporting immigrant and minority causes could only be heard if there 
was some sort of order established in areas that had seen such violence and destruction during 
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the 1970s and 1981. Thatcher, as the rioters, was trying to rectify the issues that had beset 
minority communities in the 1970s. As East of Acre Lane shows, if those in the minority 
communities saw her tactics as heavy handed during the riots, those initial tactics were aimed at 
quelling serious domestic disturbances. The actions of the early 1980s were the starting point in 
setting up an environment in which progress could be made.    
     Another major theme in the novel, one that will be studied further in Wheatles second two 
parts of the trilogy, is the complications the characters have to their own personal and collective 
histories, just as England itself had with its own past. The characters in the books are split into 
two groups. There are those who desire an understanding of their histories in order to make sense 
of the current situation and those who simply wish to move forward without being weighed 
down by any anger or confusion that comes with such an analysis. The novels are a study of the 
successes of these choices and as a result the successes of the 1980s.  
     It is through a series of discussions between Biscuit and the Rastafarian Jah Nelson that one 
can see there is a clear divide between the two of them. Biscuit is a character who wishes to 
advance on from his parents and, despite the anger that he feels, dismiss their suffering while Jah 
Nelson is one who focuses his attention on a turn towards history and exhorts the absolute 
importance of doing so for all. Jah has immersed himself in West Indian culture, and he states 
that its been my lifes work to solve de mystery (223). When Biscuit goes to Nelsons house, 
he sees, In front of him, hanging over a gas heater, was a large painting of an African woman 
breastfeeding her child. Scanning clockwise, he saw a smaller sketched drawing of a slave ship 
crossing the Atlantic. In the corner of the room was a painting that depicted the selling of slaves 
in a Western marketbeside that was a portrait of Malcolm X (45). It is a reminder of the black 
experience, and they are the events that Nelson sees as being crucial to an understanding of the 
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present. The shift from the pastoral image of the mother is a sharp contrast to the image of the 
slave ship. The products of slavery led to the need for the violence of the black power 
movement.  
     One way that Nelson seeks to reclaim identity is through language and appearance. In the late 
1970s and 1980s this turn away from traditional Englishness was marked by a desire for blacks 
in England to reject the starched styles of the 1950s and 1960s and exchange them for an 
uncultivated, wild, untended, dishevelled look.  the change in gait, the relaxed or lazy 
perambulation when black was being remobilized as a political category, detached from its 
earlier, negative connotations and rearticulated as a positive signifier (Proctor 71 Dwelling 
Places). Nelson uses language as a way to achieve that new signification and as a way to reflect 
on his personal and shared history.  
     Wheatle has said that Jah Nelsons voice is mine (qtd. in Finney 4), and the voice Wheatle 
has chosen is one that speaks with a thick West Indian dialect. It is his use of heavy vernacular 
that indicates his desire to distance himself from traditional English speech. He cannot reject 
English completely despite being the language of the colonizer, but he is taking part in a process 
by which the language of the colonizer is adopted and then adapted to suit the purposes of the 
colonized. It is partially through language that Nelson can conduct this analysis into the past.  
     Nelson tries to convince Biscuit of the importance of the study of history, and he says, Its 
tomfoolery dat so many youts dont know dem history (46). Nelson is equally aware of the 
need for an accurate excavation of his past, and he is mindful of the dangers of romanticizing it 
along with the homeland that had been left behind by the first-generation immigrants. He tells  
Biscuit of the image he was given of Jamaica:  
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Jenny missed the unity of family and community from her hometown of Claremont. Her 
family and neighbours lived mostly in two-room wooden shacks but there was a dignity 
within the people that Jenny hadnt seen matched. People were respectful to each other 
and the advice of the elders was eagerly sought. Men worked the fields singing spirituals 
while women scrubbed everything that was worth scrubbing, fed the chickens and milked 
the goats. The whole village acted as a baby-sitter for bare-footed children and there was 
no reason to lock any doors.  African Anancy stories were told to mesmerized children 
around the bonfire. Courting couples, sitting on felled branches embraced each and fed 
each other as local griots interpreted biblical tales. The bouncy rhythms of mento bands 
drifted on the Caribbean night breeze, to a backdrop of gossiping unseen crickets, filling 
the valleys and hollows, in the mountainous part of Jamaica with sounds Jenny would 
never forget. (93)  
Jamaica is represented by a sense of idyllic community that looks after itself in ways that 
England never has. There is not the generational conflict in the depiction in the painting that is 
central to the immigrant experience in the latter half of the twentieth century in England. It also 
provides Jah comfort in traditional gender roles. The painting serves two paradoxical purposes. It 
simultaneously reminds him of his heritage, but it also reminds him that such a history is not 
accurate. An unhealthy attachment to a past that cannot be reclaimed does more damage than 
good. The idea that life in Jamaica consisted of singing working men, content women, and 
children engrossed in the joys of Caribbean culture was a barrier that hindered the first-
generations ability to fully integrate.  
     There was much to be proud about, for immigrants and England, but hanging on to an idea of 
the past, especially if it was false, did little to move people out of it. Biscuit is enamored and 
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enthralled by this picture Jah creates of Jamaica which is brought into even sharper focus by its 
comparison to Brixton, but Jah tells him that a study of the facts will show that such a homeland 
does not exist. That does not mean that there is not beauty to be found in its history, but there 
again must be a balance found between recognition of the previous events and becoming mired 
in a romanization of them. It may be painful to study the subjugation of their homelands by the 
colonizer along with the concerns that their parents had to face, but some felt that it is only by 
doing so that culture can be reclaimed and celebrated. Remaining beholden to the past or rooted 
in the anger that may come from the knowledge that it brings is paralyzing.   
     Alex Wheatles Brixton Rock continues to depict the relationship between young black men 
and the police, but there is a far greater emphasis on the connection between the first- and 
second-generation of immigrants. In place of the anger towards the police is the anger that the 
second-generation had for the mistakes made by its parents. It was a similar sense of anger that a 
generation of people in England as a whole felt at the economic, social, and cultural condition 
that was left for them after the 1970s. By ignoring those events, it hindered the ability of the next 
generation to move forward. An analysis of the mistakes made both by individual people and by 
England as a whole would enable those individuals and society to move on from many of the 
issues that had defined the previous decades.    
     The protagonist, Brenton Brown, is angry at his parents for leaving him as a mixed-race child 
in England in the 1970s. His abandonment is representative of the feeling of second-generation 
immigrants that they had been left alone in England by parents who they felt had betrayed them.   
The second-generation went through its own phase of passivity in the early 1970s in which they 
felt their lives had been defined by their parents. Brenton remarks, The only thing he knew 
about his parents was that his mother was black and his father was a white man. Ironic then, that  
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Brenton was only ever called a black bastard. He felt strongly that his parents were the cause of 
all of his miseryand wished he had never been born (9). The anger of the second-generation 
at their perceived metaphoric abandonment by its parents is literal for Brenton, and upon hearing 
he might be able to meet his mother, he says, Not even a lion rejects her cubs or even a rat 
rejects, er, whatever they have (51). The beginning of the 1980s marked the second-
generations analysis of their parents actions, and they had as many questions for them as they 
had for a society that they also felt was marginalizing them.  
     When Brenton meets his mother Cynthia, he asks a question that many in the second-
generation wanted an answer to; Why did you leave me so young? Give me one good reason 
why you left me when I was a baby! (59). When Cynthia tries to explain the difficult 
predicament she was in, he replies, Couldnt face it! Couldnt face it! I HAD NO FUCKING 
CHOICE. And youre telling me you couldnt face it! YOU MAKE ME SICK! (60). Many 
first-wave immigrants felt England was a mother country that would welcome them as one of 
its own, and they had themselves been badly let down, but Brenton cannot see that things had 
been just as bad for his parents. In his anger, he cannot empathize with the sense of alienation 
that his mother would have felt. As Brenton and the second-generation did not make the decision 
to come to England and face the hostility that they experienced, they would now have to take 
charge of their own futures and decide where, if anywhere, the blame for their predicament 
resided. The second-generation was not a monolithic collective, and there were different ways of 
moving forward.   
     Brentons sister, Juliet, represents a strand of second-generation children who were happy to 
make peace with their histories and go forward. There is a fundamental difference between  
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Brenton and his sister on how to deal with ones history. While Juliet can find a way to forgive 
her mother as she has not faced the same limitations as Brenton, Brenton struggles to do so. As  
Juliet has decided to move on without a desire to confront her past, it is easy for her to say, I 
wouldnt like to guess at what youve suffered, but now you should look ahead.  Forget the 
past and think about making sure you have a better future (107). For those who wished to move 
forward through the 1980s, it is a philosophy that required the least amount of introspection, but 
for those like Brenton who cannot continue forward until they have reconciled themselves with 
the actions of their parents, there is no way to forget the past. They must find a way to 
integrate it into the present without letting it paralyze them. They are both legitimate ways to 
progress, and they were both options available to people in the 1980s.  
     The final pages of the novel are Brentons recollection of an event in his childhood that shows 
the difficulty in trying to piece together ones history, analyze it, and then deal with the 
subsequent trauma of moving on from it. Brenton feels neither tethered to any original homeland 
to which to anchor himself nor to any identity within England, and so he forms his own identity.  
Brenton says of his creation that represents identity formation:  
Mr. Brown was the name of his adopted scarecrow, which he found in a ditchhis most 
treasured possession.  A pumpkin, discarded after Halloween, was the scarecrows 
head. Brenton had pen-knifed out his eyes and mouth, and employed a black crayon to 
sketch his eyebrows and ears. He glued on half an empty toilet roll for his nose, and his 
limbs were made out of old, forgotten broomsticks. Mr. Browns torso was a torn-down 
oak branch, stripped free from its bark.  It was encouraging that Brenton displayed an 
interest in constructing something. (226)    
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His desperate need for identity results in his use of anything he can find. Just as he himself is 
forgotten; he is happy to create something out of the forgotten items that he discovers. It is 
formed from the remnants of Halloween, a time itself for the celebration of distortion along with 
other items that would normally be discarded. The violence of its making, formed from the 
damage of a knife and the stripping of nature, indicates the trauma associated with its inception. 
However, to not have any identity is even worse.   
     The creation of Mr. Brown is an act born out of a fundamental need to have something that 
defines him outside of himself. His creation stood in the cornerlike a hellish sentinel (226), 
until one day when Brenton returns home from school where he found Mr. Browns snapped 
legs on the doorstep, amongst splinters of wood.  He swiveled round and saw Mr. Browns 
hideously split head, which gaped from his right eyebrow to his right cheekhis body was 
hacked into three parts, which rolled near the biscuit-tin-tool-box, lying in the powdery dirt of 
the concrete floor (227). Just as Brenton stands on the peripheries of both his own life and 
society as a whole, the trauma eventually leads to a snapping and splintering. In a way that 
cannot be done for his creation, he must rebuild and reestablish his identity. Even if that is still 
made up of disparate parts, it is his only redress to a state of non-being. 
     After the destruction of Mr. Brown, Brentons neighbor explains:  
The eight-year old screamed a scream to end all horror flicks, and in the apple and pear 
orchard a hundred yards away, young hide-and-seekers stopped their game and listened, 
thinking the bogey man was feasting on another victim. Housemothers and housefathers 
raced to the scene, believing that a child had fallen off a drainpipe and cracked his skull.  
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His belly-mangling shrieks only subsided after half an hour or so.  Never in his life did 
he witness such a heart battering scenario.  The remains of Mr. Brown were placed in a 
cardboard box. To his knowledge, no one ever went near it again. (227)  
His scream is a primal desire to have an identity, and even when one so makeshift as the one 
Brenton creates is destroyed it is crippling. It affects the society around Brenton that is witness to 
the horror. The paupers funeral that the creation receives symbolizes the lack of respect and care 
that minority identity endured. The lack of information Brenton has about his past, coupled with 
an unwillingness for the first-generation to discuss their experiences, means that for Brenton 
there is no coherent narrative as to where he is from or his place in the present.  
     However, it is possible for Brenton and his generation to recover from such a provisional and 
then shattered identity, but it will be painful. Just as England itself, Brenton begins to see some 
hope in the early 1980s, but before he sees the possibilities that lay ahead for him, Brenton 
decides to kill himself. In the Underground the train seemed to take an eternity to reach the 
platform. Just as it was about to enter the station, he steeled himself to fling his body in front of 
it.  Who killed Mr. Brown? He asked himself again (231). In the final minutes Brenton 
questions who is to blame for his lack of identity. It is far from an act of forgiveness for his 
parents, but it is a moment in which he takes agency for his actions. The 1980s begin the process 
in which he can forge his own history, and while the option is still available to trace his heritage 
back to his parents and to their homeland, there is now also the option to begin a life that is 
unburdened by his past.   
     The novel ends as Brenton returned to his bed, closed his eyes, and daydreamed of Mr.  
Brown riding a chariot into town, astride a coffin, with everybody hailing out his name (250). 
His identity has been created, or at least the possibility of doing so, and it is now cause for 
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celebration, although there had to be a metaphorical death in the form of his scarecrow for that to 
happen. The actions undertaken during the 1980s resulted in a climate in which that was possible 
for Brenton along with many others.    
     The changes made in England during the 1980s are best defined by Wheatles 2011 text, 
Brenton Brown. It is set in 2001, and it revisits Brenton and his daughter twenty years after the 
riots. It is an England in which both he and his daughter have found success. Brentons sister, 
Juliet, is running for political office, and Brenton runs his own business that employs young 
black men from the Brixton community. Other characters have also made peace with their 
histories. Brentons girlfriend, Lesley, recalls her own childhood and says, You think my 
childhood was any better? Cos I was the oldest my mom beat the living shit out of me when 
things went wrong in our house.  I spent my eleventh birthday in some battered womans 
home.  Where I grew up everyone had a sob story but you know what? I dont allow my past 
to affect my present (71). Lesley is like Juliet and her husband Clayton who have become 
successful business people and have raised Brenna with all the opportunities afforded to others in  
British society. They have a similarly difficult past, but they have been able to move forward. 
They are representative of a generation that found a sense of peace that their parents could not. 
     Juliet says of her childhood, Whats done is done. Its in the past (85), and her husband  
Clayton says. I went off to university, reading business and finance. Now I work for an 
investment bank (146). For others it is not so easy, and even after twenty years, Floyd,  
Brentons childhood friend, remarks of Thatcher, Maggie Iron Heart Thatcher. State burial?  
Yeah, they should give her a state burial, he decided. But make sure shes alive when they do it 
(93). For those who moved on, the rest of the 1980s and 1990s brings hope and optimism. For 
those unwilling or unable to proceed past the mentality and the circumstances of the first-
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generation and the policies that created the atmosphere for the riots, there remained little 
possibility of advancement.   
     It is the life of Brentons and Juliets daughter, Breanna, and the lives of her third-generation 
friends that show the progress made during the 1980s that would continue into the 1990s. There 
is success to be found for those who are willing to move on from the mentality of their 
grandparents and the anger felt by their parents. Brentons mother Cynthia dies at the beginning 
of the novel which results in his friend Floyd, as a representation of those in the second-
generation who were not willing to move on, saying, Funerals aint supposed to be good days, 
unless theyre burying Maggie Tatchers bones (14). Despite being decades after the riots, 
Thatchers association with the problems of the early 1980s and the riots of 1981 are impossible 
to break for some.  
     Juliet and Brenton are still tied to the 1981 riots, and Juliets campaign manager notes that 
The Sunday Times magazine wants to write about your memories of the Brixton Riots and how 
you want to make a difference for the young and marginalized in the area (41). It remains the 
cultural marker around which change is measured. 1981 is also the marker for Breannas birth.  
Her life is very different from her grandmothers and her parents. She attends university, and the 
ethic of hard work has meant she started off as an intern and after six months they decided to 
give her a job (46). Breanna certainly knows about the struggles of her parents generation, but 
she and her own generation are firmly focused on their futures. Breanna has opportunities that 
the first-generation could not realize. Even if it took three generations, Clayton tells his wife,  
Our parents generation came over here so their children could have a better life, right? And 
Ive got that better life (181). That better life enjoyed by Juliet, Clayton, Breanna, and Brenton 
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came from the rebellion of the second-generation and in large part due to the economic and 
social conditions brought about in the 1980s.  
     There is still violence in Brenton Brown, but it has a distinctly different feel than the violence 
of the 1980s in East of Acre Lane and Brixton Rock. Brenton Brown depicts a London in which 
characters can choose to commit violence against one another or avoid it. While characters like 
Breanna and her boyfriend, Malakai, attend school and plan for their lives at university and 
beyond, members of the same demographic, including their friend Sean, stay in a life of crime 
and the ultimate violence that it brings. When Malakai is shot and killed at the end of the story 
for simply hanging out with his criminal friends, there is the sense of events that could have been 
avoided in ways that were not available to the characters in the novels set in 1981. There is also 
no mention of the police. While they dominated East of Acre Lane and Brixton Rock and were at 
the center of much of the violence, they play no part in the lives of the characters in Brenton 
Brown. Their absence from the later novels shows the improved relationship between them and 
minorities during the later 1980s and the general atmosphere in England at the end of the 
century.    
     The world that Breanna lives in is still dealing with racism, but it is unrecognizable compared 
to the England that her grandparents faced in the 1950s, and the England that her parents rebelled 
against in 1981. The second-generation came of age in 1981, and they spent the rest of the 1980s 
fighting for their identity and for a sense of belonging. After the harsh and necessary economic 
and social policy shifts of the early 1980s, the 1990s were a time in which the grandchildren of 
immigrants and England as a whole could move optimistically into an inclusive and 
economically strong decade. Brenton Brown shows that the beneficial effects of her leadership 
are clear to see in 2001. The success of the Brenton, Juliet, and Clayton, and even more so those 
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in Breannas generation, is a mark of how much progress was made for blacks in the years since 
the beginning of the 1980s.   
     Caryl Phillips also focuses on the differences between first- and second-generation 
immigrants. His texts are written over a thirty-year span in which Phillips discusses the racism of 
the 1960s and the first-generation, the conflict between the generations in 1982, and the role of 
three generations of minorities in 2009. In Foreigners (2007), Phillips emphasizes some of the 
flagrant hostility that was faced by the Windrush generation. It highlights not only what it did to 
their view of England but also what they passed down to their children. Where There is Darkness 
(1982) is set just after the Brixton Riots, and it is a study of the different ways first- and second-
generation immigrants defined their roles in England and towards each other. It is also a study of 
the ways through which the second-generation dealt with the treatment of their parents by 
English society. Phillips revisits all three generations of immigrants in In the Falling Snow 
(2000), and it shows the progress made during the last two decades of the twentieth century.      
     Phillips said of the unique position in which the second-generation, to which he belongs, finds 
itself in the late 1970s; only they know what it means to be in, but not of a society, to belong 
legally to a country but feel excluded from it because of its history of treating one and ones 
kind, whether racial, cultural, or economic as outsiders (qtd. in Adesokan 133). Phillips saw the 
early 1980s as a time in which that treatment had to be analyzed, and a decision made as how to 
best move forward. R. Victoria Arana writes, The young black Britons are deciding, also 
pragmatically, that it is no use crying about how Britain and their own ancestors got into this 
pickleout of disarray, another sort of order can emergethe future of Britain is as much theirs 
to decide as anyones (20). While Phillips is talking about his geographical decision to belong 
to two different places, his comment, the price to be paid for continuing to have an attachment 
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to both places is high in terms of emotional, financial, and material costs and the resultant sense 
of almost permanent displacement (Phillips qtd. Okazaki 94) is equally applicable to the 
metaphorical space of trying to live straddling the experiences of the first- and second-
generations.    
     In many of Phillips work, he sets his narratives in the past as he is [d]eeply committed to 
the notion of history being the fundamental window through which we have to peer in order to 
see ourselves (Phillips qtd. Morrison 135). Phillips writes, I felt like I had to do historical 
repair work.  I felt obligated to write about the past. I was always trying to write about the 
present, too, but I had no problems refracting it deeply through the past (Rabalais 179). In  
Foreigners, Where There is Darkness, and In the Falling Snow, he uses contemporary settings to 
discuss the issues affecting minorities in England, but there is always an eye on the history with 
flashbacks helping to define the narratives.   
     Phillips has no desire to proceed blindly into the 1980s and 1990s without an analysis of prior 
events. J.M. Coetzee writes that Phillips fiction has a single aim  remembering what the West 
would like to forget (qtd. in Jaggi, par.29). In Foreigners and Where There is Darkness, Phillips 
masterfully illustrates the complexity of successfully existing as other within a majority 
culture determined to remain unaffected by the presence of difference (Lammy 1). In 
Foreigners, Phillips wanted to write about the lives of people least represented in history even 
though they are often the ones most adversely affected by historical circumstances (Shatteman 
ix). It is through the true story of David Oluwale, although Phillips insists that the work is 
nonfiction it clearly displays a good deal of imaginative license (Gunning 800), that Phillips 
attempts to portray the role of first-generation immigrants in England. The events in Foreigners 
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are important to analyze, as they will act as a marker to the changes made in England by the time 
Phillips depicts England again in In the Falling Snow almost fifty years later.   
     Written in 2007, Foreigners documents the stories of three minority characters in England 
spanning two hundred years. It is the third section of the collection that has the most relevance to 
the first-generation immigrant experience. After Doctor Johnsons Watch and Made in 
Wales, Northern Lights depicts the life of David Oluwale. David was a first-generation 
immigrant who came from Africa to Leeds in 1949. The text documents his time in England, the 
suffering he went through, and his ultimate death in 1969. Caryl Phillips grew up in the same 
city of Leeds to which Oluwale immigrated. Phillips recalls incidents that mirror those of David. 
Phillips writes, My childhood was massively dysfunctional and traumatic. I have no happy 
memories of it.  Being from the only black family in a white community, [I] recount the verbal 
and physical abuse of being chased down the street by other boys (Schatteman xi). Phillips 
narrative is also a depiction of the police violence that informed Wheatles early novels. Davids 
murder resulted in the first conviction of officers in a police brutality case.37 The life of Oluwale 
represents the experience for many in the 1950s and 1960s, and his death is symbolic of the 
feeling of hopelessness and the ultimate resignation that many felt. It also acted as a precursor to 
the aggression that would manifest itself during the 1970s and ultimately in the riots of 1981.   
     A substantial section of first wave immigrants felt that the hopes they had for their lives in 
England had ceased to exist, and the 1950s and 1960s marked the spiritual death of many.  
Phillips writes that David had been picked up by the police many times, but after the first few, I 
could see that he had been beaten for his face was all mashed up.  When I saw him the final 
time he was dragging his feet. Something had changed. I didnt know what it was, but I knew 
that something was different (168). There was a breaking point for many in the minority 
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community. Many resigned themselves to their lives in England, a few returned home, and some 
rebelled, most notably in the 1958 Notting Hill riots.    
     Davids case was the tragic result of unchecked police aggression and institutional racism.  
The 1960s and 1970s were filled with stories like Davids that went untold, but the immigrant 
community knew only too well of the sort of treatment that led to his death. Phillips writes that 
the first place that David stayed when he arrived in England in 1949 was the prison. He writes,  
The policeman handcuffed you and led you down the plank to the shore while hostile eyes 
burned a hole in your thin body (174). David must spend the first month of his life in England 
in prison which Phillips describes as being in the heart of England (175). It is in the heart both 
in terms of its location and also in the true way the English felt about immigrants.   
     David is denied work, and he and others are forced to live like animals in abandoned 
bombed-out slums.  rooms which one had to share with mice and fleas, where water ran down 
the walls when it rained (217), and he is subjected to continued racial abuse. David spends 
years in an asylum after his arrests. England itself is the asylum the immigrants found 
themselves in. There was a sense the treatment they received could only be explained due to a 
sense of madness. He is taken to The West Riding Pauper Lunatic Asylum; A place of grim, 
Victorian nightmares (192). It is a place where they just look at you and thats when they 
remind you that youre mad and that youll not be going anywhere (200). David is expected to 
accept his treatment in England, and if he does not comply, he is labeled insane.  
     Those who leave the asylum were like zombies walking the streets of England. It defined 
the experience for many in the 1950s, and although the Notting Hill riots showed that there was a 
breaking point for first-generation immigrants, it would not be until the late 1970s and the early  
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1980s that the second-generation would take their own action. It is Davids experience in the late 
1960s with the police that most links him to the 1980s. The abuse he is subjected to is seen by 
the sons and daughters of immigrants as something that had not changed in 1980. It was true in 
the 1950s and 1960s that there was a sense that [t]he police did whatever the police wanted to 
doespecially when it came to coloured people (206), and many saw that the relationship had 
not changed moving into the 1970s and 1980s.    
     There was the feeling that [w]ith Davids death it became obvious that if things didnt 
change in Leeds then David was simply going to be the first of many dead black men (226).    
One response was a turn to more aggressive resistance. There had been a presence of the Black  
Panthers ever since the visit of Malcolm X, but as Phillips writes, In the early seventies, the 
London Black Panthers began to infiltrate Chapeltown. They kept telling us anything was 
possible. They insisted that things could be changed, but they made it clear that we couldnt do it 
openly (169). After word got out about the treatment and death of Oluwale, it led to the full 
emergence of the Black Power movement in [Leeds], and to black and white people finally 
saying enough (226). The seventies acted as a long build up to the 1981 riots. There was a 
sense that Davids death made us brave. It made us more militant, and it gave us an increased 
sense of wanting to tease the police. We would shout at them. We would throw stones at them 
and then run off (170). A generation of children was becoming adults in the late 1970s, and they 
saw their parents who had changed, the bounce had gone. It was just no longer there. The light 
had also gone (204). They knew they would suffer a similar fate unless something was done. In 
its own way, the lights had been figuratively, and at times literally, turned off in England, and its 
citizens had to decide what action to take.  
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     A first step was to hold those responsible accountable, and it hinted at a progress that could be 
made. The trial of the policemen took place in November of 1971, and despite continued 
misrepresentation of the events and the desire of the police force to cover for its own, it did result 
in the conviction of two officers. The revelation at the trial that such incidents were habitual 
pastimes for the two officers who made it their business to terrorise a defenceless man (232) 
was not news to the immigrant community. Phillips indicates that the lessons of Davids death 
could not initially be comprehended by the second-generation at the time as they were too 
young, but it would remain with them until they could take action in the 1980s.   
     He writes of Oluwales grave, Children wander through the cemetery, using it as a short 
cutThe cemetery lacks gravitas.  The children are oblivious of the significance of what lies 
all about them (259). However, his death sets in motion the resistance of the second-generation.  
Phillips ends by writing, In death you have fulfilled a promise made at birth.  You have 
achieved a summit, David. Climbed to the top of a hill, and from here you can look down. You 
are still in Leeds. Forever in Leeds (260). During his life in Leeds, [t]he shoreline [was] 
choked with effluence.  The washed-up scum of bad eating and living. Effluvium of an 
ignorant cityall those years ago, the hot machinery of Leeds stamped out brand-spanking-new 
goods for colonial use and dumped the waste in to this water (253). Even the river in Leeds was 
trying to rid itself of Davids presence, and [p]erhaps the strong current was intent on carrying 
you all the way back to the safety of Africa (257). The second-generation, as they became 
adults, was in no way willing to pay the same price. The changes that the second-generation 
fought for can now be seen in cities like Leeds. The changes that have been made are reflected in 
the appearance of the city.  
     When Phillips returns to Leeds as an adult, he writes;  
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Late in the afternoon, I walked down to the river and gazed at the new buildings that 
complement the recently renovated mills and storerooms. These days, greenery fringes 
the water where previously only filth and debris triumphed. Here, warehouses have been 
transformed into designer boutique hotels and apartment blocks for the newly affluent, 
and right down by the water's edge cafes and restaurants lend a bohemian raffishness to 
the newly vibrant area. It seemed to me miraculous that the water was no longer polluted 
and lifeless, and I was actually tempted to linger and marvel at this particular 
transformation. (Northern Soul)  
It is a very different city to the one that rejected David. Instead of the trash that floated down the 
river, there is now a sense of rebirth. It is the physical manifestation of twenty years of hard 
work to revitalize an area that had been the site of Davids death. Instead of reflecting the cruelty 
and anger of its people, it now appears welcoming and accepting. The very aesthetic of the city 
has changed as a mirror to the improved race relations and prospects for minorities as a whole. 
The Leeds that is described in Foreigners could apply to several minority urban cities during the 
1960s and 1970s.38 Leeds, like Brixton and other areas in which riots took place, now reflects the 
new Britain in which the sons and daughters of first-generation immigrants can access society in 
ways their parents could not.  
     Phillips discusses the generational differences within the immigrant community and the ways 
in which they operate within England in Where There is Darkness. It is set in 1982, and Albert 
Williams is a member of the Windrush generation who, after thirty years in England, is retiring 
back to the West Indies. He is broken and bitter from his experiences in England. It was an  
England in which Alberts generation was used to seeing signs in windows, reading No  
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Blacks. No Irish. No Dogs, and it was a society that burned down the business that he had built. 
He tells his West Indian friend Vince in a vernacular that symbolizes his estrangement from 
broader English society;  
I going to leave this backside place. I cant sit here and listen to my arteries hardening 
and life passing me by. Boy, this place so fucking cold you can see your own breath 
escaping from your body and I sure one day I going to breathe out and there dont going 
to be any left.  you think any white man going to spill tears for me? White man here 
can brush him teeth and kill a black man at the same time but you dont see it yet.   
England is not a place for a dreamer, but while you dreaming I is scheming. (51)   
Alberts response to the struggle he faced in British society is to escape it. He describes his flight 
back to the Caribbean as his plane to freedom (12). The cold he feels represents the welcome 
he received and the ways in which the English treated him. He has physically deteriorated as a 
result of his mental and emotional experiences. Even after thirty years, he feels as if he is an 
outsider, and white England is at best indifferent to his presence. At its worst, he still has a sense 
of dread that the violence of the 1950s and 1960s is still possible.   
     While England has provided for his family, it has come at a cost that is too much for Albert to 
bear. His retreat back to his homeland signals a resignation that he feels England has beaten him. 
He projected that sense of failure onto both his first wife, Muriel, his current wife, Ruth, and his 
son, Remi. His verbal and physical abuse of them is the manifestation of the subordination he 
felt during his time in England. Remi, with whom Albert has an antagonistic relationship, arrives 
to his fathers retirement party along with his new girlfriend, Sonja. Remis connection to Sonja, 
in some ways, mirrors that of his fathers with his first wife when he was younger. However, 
there are important differences between the two that highlight the changes between living in 
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London in the 1950s and the 1980s. The fact that Remi can change his behavior in ways that 
Albert would not or could not shows the progress that has been made in the intervening forty 
years. It is still a struggle for Remi to defend his wife in the face of Alberts criticism, but he is 
able to look forward rather than back, towards his son rather than his father.    
     Albert is angered by the lack of respect given to him by his son. He chastises Remi and says, 
I done been telling you black people in this country must act and feel like a tribe or they not 
going to survive. But what fucking use is a tribe if nobody taking any notice of the elders? (22). 
Alberts version of England is rooted in his experiences in the 1950s in which the white man is 
like a storm of rain trying to wash us away (25). Albert wants Remi to acknowledge his 
suffering, but that alone will not allow Remi to move forward. Albert feels his sacrifices have 
been ignored, but Remi must find a balance between recognizing and understanding the pain of 
his father and his present-day desire to move forward without that anger and guilt. Remi must be 
responsible for himself rather than focus on some blind loyalty to a previous generation, but it is 
a difficult balance to strike for many in the second-generation.   
     Remi does not want to leave as his father chooses to do, and he is in the process of taking the 
battle to England by forcing it to accept him and his wife. He tells his father, [W]hen you do 
talk to me you reduce me to being some sort of helpless pawn in some game which, like you, 
you can only win if you dont let the white man push you around, but I dont really think it is 
like that (25). Remi does not agree with his father that England dont be no game. Is war, you 
hear? (26), but in his first expression of defiance, Remi replies, I dont care what you say 
anymore. However, Remi is still caught between his fathers view of England and his own 
vision for the future, and he is not yet ready to fully defy his father. He must first reconcile those 
feelings.      
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     Sonja has already made the necessary analysis, and she is able to focus on the specific 
difficulties of the early 1980s. That is not to say that Sonja did not have to undertake her own 
journey to progress forward. She recalls the trip back to the orphanage that she had to make. She 
tells her fiancé Remi, I went back to the orphanage. It was an effort to do that I can tell you. But 
I needed the birth certificatethe hall still stunk of disinfectant. Cold walls and floor. High 
ceilings. Impenetrable doors (44). The metaphorical importance of taking that trip into the past 
shows that, having returned to claim her identity, she finds it far easier to face the future in a way 
that Remi cannot. He is still resentful of many of his fathers actions, but he is also not ready to 
fully confront him about them. Remis inability to marry Sonja and build a life for them in the 
1980s is seen as cowardice by Sonja.    
     Sonja points out the physical and mental abuse that Ruth has suffered from Albert, but Remi 
still defends him. Sonja sees Alberts return to the West Indies for what she thinks it is, an 
admittance of failure, and she knows the repercussions that this resignation has on Remi and his 
generation. Sonja tells Remi, [H]es half destroyed you before youve had a chance to live. He 
cant love you. He cant even like you (47). Sonja returns her engagement ring to Remi. Until 
he has faced his past, she knows that he will be unable to face his and his familys future. Remi 
says that [w]e can do what we like after hes gone (54), but the method of having him gone 
is complicated. Alberts physical return to the West Indies will not necessarily mean that his 
presence has gone. When Sonja tells Remi that he will have to find a way to face his father, he 
replies, Dont you think Ive tried? (55). It is a difficult task for Remi and some in his 
generation to face their pasts, but as Sonja realizes, it is the only way forward. It does not have to 
be the rejection of the suffering of their parents as Albert fears, but it must be some 
reconciliation.   
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     As Remis girlfriend is pregnant, he is also fighting for the England that he will leave for his 
son. Remi understands that his childs generation will have opportunities that he and even more 
so his father did not have, but it will take more sacrifice from Remi and Sonja. Remi concedes, 
I dont want any more fear and doubt. I want this child, our baby, to inherit a stable and well-
ordered past. Something he or she can make into a platform for the future (55). Remis 
protestations when Albert is exceptionally rude to Sonja do not go not far enough for Sonja.  
While Remi does say to Albert, I dont care what you say any longer. Im just going to do what  
I want to do because Im sick! Sick! Sick of you messing up my life (58), it is not the 
vociferous rejection of the first-generation mentality that Sonja believes is necessary to move 
forward.  
     Just before Sonja leaves, she says, You just stand there and listen to that lunacy and say 
nothing. Sick! (58). Sonja is ready to defend herself and stand up to the previous generation.  
She tells Albert, Ive never heard anyone as selfish as you. Youre like all black men, think the 
world owes them a favor (58). Sonja has clearly seen the necessity of moving away from the 
first-generation if it is determined to stay burdened by a sense of failure and bitterness toward 
England. She is also ready to leave behind those in the second-generation who are not willing to 
proceed forward with her. She leaves by telling Albert and Remi, in a statement that history will 
confirm as true, Itll be different for my child (59). The 1980s was a time for the children of 
immigrants to both empathize with the suffering of their parents and to fight to free themselves 
from it.  
     As Albert begins to see himself back in the West Indies, he falls into a trance. He speaks to 
Remi about the mango trees and how he wants to go swimming in the sea. As he walks toward 
the imaginary sea, leaving his clothes behind, he turns to Remi and tells him, At last you realize 
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you is in England. Is not a simple place like back home. If I dont come back you can keep the 
clothes (63). Remi and his generation should not want to keep these items that belonged to 
parents. Remi cannot be cloaked in the same failure as his father. Remi and his generation had to 
choose what to do with the clothes that had been left behind for them to wear.   
     The success of their actions can be found when Phillips writes about three generations of 
immigrants twenty-five years later in In the Falling Snow (2009). It is the story of the 
relationships they have with each other and to England. It is a study in how England itself has 
evolved, and through the changes made under Thatcher during the 1980s, it is possible to see 
how the roles of minorities have changed. In the Falling Snow is set thirty years after the Brixton 
Riots and Alberts return to the West Indies, forty years after the death of David Oluwale and 
fifty years after the Notting Hill riots. It shows the ways British society has changed and 
flourished because of the events of 1980s.   
     The protagonist, Keith, is forty-seven. As a member of the second-generation, he would have 
been seventeen at the time of the Brixton Riots. His father, Earl, came to England in 1960, and 
he recounts much of his story on his deathbed. Keiths son is seventeen as only months after  
Mrs. Thatcher was finally removed from office, Laurie was born (33). Instead of being raised 
against the backdrop of violence and riots as was the case with Earl and Keith, Laurie is raised 
among the breathless gunfire of his excitable laughter. Phillips represents the spectrum of 
generations of immigrants. Earl is a product of the 1950s and 1960s. Keith spent his formative 
years in London during Thatchers administration, and Keiths son is representative of young 
black men twenty years after the 1980s.   
     In the Falling Snow is set in an England at the turn of the twenty-first century in which Keith 
notices the changes in London since his youth. As he travels home on the train, he sees a group 
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of teenagers and says, [L]ike his son, Laurie, all three kids are partly white, but it is clear from 
their baggy dress sense and the way they slouch and speak, that they identify themselves as 
black (15). Black culture has been appropriated by scores of young people as it is now seen as 
desirable, as Keith is later told by his sons teacher that theres no denying the cultural cachet of 
the ethnic way of life (221). Keith recalls his own teenage years in which he often took silent 
satisfaction in seeing how their exuberance made older white people somewhat uneasy (14), but 
in 2011, the mere sight of a group of young black men is not the same cause for anxiety as it may 
have been in the 1970s. The desire of Keiths generation to make people uncomfortable in order 
to instigate change has passed, and now it is time for those racial differences to not engender that 
same discomfort.  
     There are other marked differences between the England Keith grew up in, and the one Laurie 
lives in. Keith felt as if he had no option but to fight in the 1970s and early 1980s. He tells his 
wife, Annabelle, [T]here was a time that it simply didnt make sense to run, that you sometimes 
had to stand up and fight (16). Keith remembers those days and says;   
The urban insurrections, or riots as the media liked to call themconvinced him that 
staying on and doing graduate work would almost certainly prove to be a frustrating 
waste of timeout there on the streets there were youths who looked just like him who 
were being brutalized and beaten by Maggie Thatchers police. His generation of kids, 
who were born in Britain and who had no memory of any kind of tropical life before 
England, were clearly trying hard to make a space for themselves in a not always 
welcoming country. (38)  
Keith knew that real change had to be achieved in society, and any merely academic pursuit of 
reform would not suffice. Living in a theoretical world that avoided any confrontation with 
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reality was as futile as trying to live in the unknown world of their parents. The perceived 
association with Thatcher and the violence was real, and the desire to make England a place in 
which he felt comfortable needed his undivided attention.   
     Part of that process of creating a space for themselves came by becoming more involved in 
their local communities. Keith remembers his first job in 1980, at which time [h]e clearly 
understood why local authorities up and down the country had started advertising for race 
relations liaison officers, people who could help explain black anger to white people, and white 
liberal do-gooding to disgruntled black people (46). Keith knows that taking to the streets to 
effect change is only a starting point, and a permanent shift in mentality requires hard work, and 
it includes a discourse between all parties in England. Bridging the divide between traditional 
white England and minorities has to be done in a well-articulated manner. Sections of British 
society welcomed the greater diversity in community voices in the 1980s, but at the end of the 
1970s and the early 1980s, Keith still faces racism that was rooted in the 1950s.  
     Phillips depicts a 1970s in which some were not forgiving of Keith and his mixed-race 
marriage with Annabelle. Her racist father, William, is representative of a section of English 
society that was not shy to voice its opinions on Keith and his presence in England in the 1970s. 
William recalls a note he receives when his neighbors find out Annabelle is dating a black man. 
He tells his daughter, He wrote that he hopes I would never have the ill manners to pollute our 
village with my mongrel family (24). His aim is to highlight that he is not the only one who is 
horrified and angered by his daughters decision. William is from a generation that laughed 
nervously at their own jokes, trying to be decent, but beneath the façade full of contempt and 
wanting only to be among their own (26). When William meets Keith for the first time, he tells 
him, Youre rather like the Irish arent you, with loud voices that get on ones nerves and 
122  
  
always protesting about what exactly? (42). Keith certainly did protest in 1981 so that there 
would be less chance his son would have to deal with people like William, and he was successful 
in doing so.    
     The struggles of the 1970s and 1980s also have the aim of creating a Britain in which Laurie 
and his generation would be first and foremost seen as British. In the 1990s and 2000s, many in  
Lauries generation wanted a clean break from the mentality of their parents and even more so 
from their grandparents in order to fully embrace the fact they are English. Keith wants a country 
in which the old where do you come from? seemed out of place. It needed to be a concept that 
was internalized by third-generation immigrants, and they themselves would consider that they 
were British. It would be a ludicrous concept both for them and the majority in England, to be 
told that they should go back home. Phillips indicates that this sense of belonging to and in 
England has been successful, as when Keith offers Laurie a trip to the Caribbean after he finishes 
school. Lauries only reaction is why there? (120). Keith tries to explain that it is the land of 
his forefathers, and he tells Laurie, Your grandparents come from there.  Youre supposed to 
know something about where you come from. Or at least be curious (121). Laurie eventually 
reluctantly agrees, but it is a trip they never make. When ultimately given the choice of where to 
go, Laurie picks Spain with his friends. Rather than being a slight against his familys history, it 
acts as symbol that Laurie sees Britain as his true home in a way that his grandparents did not.   
     When Phillips points to other disconnects between Keith and his son, they should be seen as 
positives. Keith tells his son, I know its not exactly straightforward for you out there on the 
streetsthere are some things that Ive been through myself as a black kid growing up in this 
country (157). Lauries response highlights the changes that have taken place in England since 
Keiths youth. Laurie tells him, The thing is, Dad. I dont know if things are the same now as 
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they were when you were my age (158). When Laurie does come into contact with the police, it 
is again possible to see the changes that have occurred since the 1970s. Keith asks his son, Did 
the interviewing officer verbally abuse you in any way? to which Laurie replies, What are you 
on? The copper who interviewed me was black (214). It is a stark contrast to the experiences in 
the first two texts by Alex Wheatle along with Phillips earlier novels. England has changed so 
much in some ways that it is unrecognizable to Keith despite Keith having fought for those 
changes.   
     By focusing the last section of the novel on Keith and his father, it is possible to see the 
progress that has been made since the 1950s. While Keith is proud to talk to his son about his life 
in England, Earl does not want to talk about his history. Keith tries every opportunity to find a 
legitimate way to encourage his father to finally talk about the past (165), but instead  
they passed the last hour or so in the pub in almost total silence, which pretty much summed up 
the nature of their relationship (172). Even at the end of Earls life, his father remains as much 
a mystery to him as he was back then (172). Keith thinks of the divide and says, His fathers 
silence has meant that his son has never been able to properly explain himself to anybody. For a 
moment he is tempted to gather up the photographs and toss them all into the box [and] out of 
sight, but unlike the pots and dishes these photographs have considerable weight (267). The 
photographs, as signifiers of history and memory, are not so easy to discard even if Keith wants 
to. However, the 1980s were the time for Keith and England to decide how much of that weight 
of their experiences they wanted to carry into the future and how much of it they wanted to put 
out of sight. The fact that Laurie does not feel that same burden shows that many of the actions 
in the 1980s to create a unified society were successful.       
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     Thirty years later, the England of the 1990s and 2000s is somewhere that has a sense of 
belonging for Keith and Laurie that had been missing for Earl. Even as Earl lays dying, he tells 
Keith, I want to go homeI mean home. Home, home.  Im not from here (252). For Earl, 
England has been defined as a place in which people went carrying flick knives, and they go out 
nigger hunting and they wear motorbike chain necklaces and carry iron bars and talk about Keep 
Britain White as they leave the pub and begin a nigger run for the night, but they always make 
it back before last orders and laugh about how many spade heads they crack (276). That is not 
the same England that Laurie knows, and the headway made over the two generations since his 
grandfather landed in England is made clear. There is still racism, but to think of large scale, 
overlooked, and unhindered displays of racism as his father had to endure is no longer tolerated 
by a society that has fought to ensure Laurie does not have to suffer the same abuse. While England 
wished to erase any evidence of Earl in the 1950s, in 2011, Laurie is settled in England, a place in 
which his race plays a substantially smaller role than it did in the second half of the twentieth 
century.    
     As Keith continues to collect his fathers belongings, he recalls a memory of his father from 
the 1960s. Phillips writes that as he walked, his father left behind a single set of footprints, and 
he remembered lingering by the doorstep and watching closely as the falling snow steadily 
erased all evidence of his fathers presence (300). The England that Earl arrived in during the 
1950s is not there anymore. It has been transformed for Laurie, and it is a place that welcomes 
his presence. Laurie can aspire to go to college, be in a mixed-race relationship, be the child of a 
mixed-race couple, and be considered English in a way that Earl could not, and Keith struggled 
to be.   
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     The historical record has pitted the Thatcher government against the minorities that rioted in 
1981. The depictions in East of Acre Lane and Brixton Rock confirm an animosity between 
immigrants and the police that can be traced back to the 1950s, but by the time those characters 
are revisited in Brenton Brown, many of those matters are resolved. The 1950s and 1960s had 
seen a series of setbacks for the first-generation along with many aspects of life in general in 
England for everyone. Those setbacks are central to Phillips Where There is Darkness and 
Foreigners. The 1970s had been a low point for England in terms of its economic, cultural and 
social standing in the world, and it coincided with a continued decline in relations between 
minorities and broader English society, but by the time of Phillips In the Falling Snow, it shows 
that society had made enormous strides in improving conditions for minorities and in England as 
a whole.   
     The 1980s were the turning point for those changes. Thatcher oversaw a decade in which 
racial tensions were alleviated and the possibility for progress was constructed. Those initial 
steps in 1981 were to restore law and order on the streets of England and then rejuvenate an 
economy that had left many, even more so minorities, in destitution. The Conservative 
government in the 1980s inherited enormous problems from the mismanagement of almost every 
aspect of British life during the previous two decades, just as second-generation immigrants had 
been left with a complex set of problems that were similarly out of their control. The early 1980s 
was a time for many to analyze the mistakes of the past and by doing so, move past them.  
     Second-generation immigrants made the same calculations. In part, they partook in a rebellion 
that would force England to begin the process of accepting them. It would not come without 
trauma and violence, but it ultimately led to their children living in a country that had advanced 
through the failures of the previous generation. While white Englanders rebelled by turning their 
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backs on socialism and voting for Thatcher and the changes she would bring, some young black 
men rebelled by taking to the streets. Third-generation characters in Wheatles and Phillips texts 
live in an England that has positively redefined the minority experience. Everybody at the 
beginning of the 1980s, whites and minorities, needed to be pulled out of the misery of the  
1970s, and it was a combined effort on the part of second-generation immigrants and Thatchers 
policies that allowed that to happen. The inclusivity for minorities in the 1990s was the result of 
a wide array of events on the part of many during the 1980s.  
     As the end of the century marked a new era for England as a whole and black Britons, a new 
wave of immigration from around the world led to its own issues. As second-generation blacks 
began to feel as if England belonged to them after a decade of hard work by many in England, 
these new minorities entered a country that was, despite its optimism and enthusiasm, ill-
prepared to take on another wave of newcomers. Due in part to a desire to move away from the 
1980s Conservative policies that had controlled large numbers of new immigrants, England in 
the late 1990s moved towards more liberal policies. As a reaction against and a rejection of many 
of Thatchers views, new minorities in England suffered from race, class, and gender issues that 
were avoidable if not for the rush to embrace the new notion of multiculturalism.   
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Chapter 4  
The Failures of Multiculturalism in Zadie Smith and Monica Ali   
     For those who had witnessed the lack of integration, in whatever form that might take,39 of 
the Windrush generation and the subsequent violence in the 1970s and 1980s, the attempted 
assimilation of the immigrants had followed a pattern in which desired assimilation turned to a 
violent expression of the anger at not being allowed to do so.40 A focus on multiculturalism in 
the 1990s, after Thatcher left office, seemed like a legitimate way to reverse the process of ethnic 
segregation and anger felt by minorities on the periphery of British society.41 The advocates of 
multiculturalism had the intention to bring harmony to what had been decades of difficult race 
relations. It focused more on first-generation immigrants during the 1990s and 2000s rather than 
the second-generation immigrants depicted in Wheatles and Phillips texts. An influx of 
immigrants from Pakistan, Bangladesh, India along with other nations colonized by England all 
arrived in large numbers at the end of the twentieth century. Zadie Smiths White Teeth (2000) 
and NW (2012) and Monica Alis Brick Lane (2003) and In the Kitchen (2009) center around the 
push for multiculturalism and the class and gender issues they included in the wake of 
Thatcherism, the repercussions of those efforts, and the state of England in the 2000s. The 
disorder that was to accompany multiculturalism was seen by Thatcher in the 1980s as the 
consequence of unfettered immigration, and the results moving into the 2000s proved that many 
of her apprehensions were correct.  
     There are several authors who write about multiculturalism dating back to the Thatcher 
government. In the 1980s, Hanif Kureishis My Beautiful Laundrette (1985) and Salman 
Rushdies The Satanic Verses (1988) focused on the issues in immigrant communities as they are 
affected by the political and social climate under the Thatcher administration. Later 
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representations of multiculturalism are found in Andrea Levys Never Far from Nowhere (1996) 
and in Fruit of the Lemon (1999), in V.S. Naipauls Half a Life (2001) and in Magic Seeds 
(2004), and in Mahsuda Snaiths The Things We Thought We Knew (2017). Kureishis texts 
deals directly with the growing National Front Movement,42 and it portrays the rise of British 
right-wing extremism during the Thatcher years (Hedmark, par.5). Its most important 
contribution is as a commentary on the nation after Margaret Thatchers election (Hedmark, 
par.2). Kureishi also depicts the inter-generational conflict that arises as a result of the changes 
during the 1980s.  
     Salman Rushdie references Thatcher in the Satanic Verses and politically, he was far to the 
left of Thatcher and mocked her before 1989, naming one character Mrs. Torture in his novel 
The Satanic Verses and at times using unprintable language when referring to her (Young, 
par.3). It is an example of a novel that does not directly mention Thatcher, but the text 
expresses horror at the social dislocation, economic disparities, violence and chaos of 
Thatchers Britain (Holmes 168), and her presence partially looms over the novel just as she did 
in all aspects of life in the 1980s.  
     Andrea Levy writes stories through the lens of the immigrant experience of the in both the  
first- and second-generations. Both Never Far from Nowhere and Fruit of the Lemon deal with  
immigrants from the West Indies and how they are able, and not able, to operate in England. It is 
an England that experienced by West Indian immigrants as a grey, claustrophobic world of 
cramped lodgings, inhospitable weather and entrenched xenophobia (Greaney 92). Both Levy 
novels are set in the Thatcherite Britain of the 1980s [and they] document domestic experiences 
of black British life and the particular manifestations of racism  National Front attacks, 
skinhead violence  prominent in British society during these periods (Welsh, par. 10). Along 
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with examining the 1980s, many of these texts also comment on the multiculturalism that 
accompanied that decade and the 1990s and 2000s.       
     Monica Ali and Zadie Smith are unique in the generational scope of their depictions. They 
focus on women in their work, as an examination of the double bind that female migrants face, 
treated as alien by their host nation and as commodities by the men in their own communities 
(Cormack 700) and, along with their analysis of men and class in multicultural England, that 
focus gives their novels an even greater sense of depth. The themes and events in White Teeth, 
NW, Brick Lane, and In the Kitchen all highlight the changing face of multiculturalism at the 
times they were written, but they can all be traced back to the late 1980s. 
     At the end of the 1980s and into the 1990s, the positives of a new multicultural England were 
initially welcomed by many, as it would simply mean taking the best parts of each culture and 
adapting them into the already established cultural paradigms. There was a desire for majority 
cultures to enjoy minority ethnic food and to take part in an appropriation of selective cultural 
traits. It is what Ali Rattansi calls the saris, samosas, and steel drums syndrome (27). It 
seemed as if it would be a fairly easy process as [p]roponents of multiculturalism often assumed 
that discrimination could easily be remedied by teaching about other cultures primarily through 
superficial characteristics like cuisine dress and festivals (Chin 266). While fashion, food, 
music, and the entertainment industry are traditionally flagged up as the most emblematic 
illustrations of the impact of the twentieth-century immigrant populations on the lifestyles of 
British host communities (Knauer 175), it became apparent that multiculturalism was more 
complex than teaching the kids a few bongo rhythms, how to tie a sari and so forth (Rushdie, 
Imaginary Homelands 137). It would have to be a communal effort on the part of white and 
black Britain; rather than being expected to accept British values, or adopt a British identity, 
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different peoples should have the right to express their identities, explore their own histories, 
formulate their own values, pursue their own lifestyles (Malik 51). It would take the 
commitment of all elements of English society.        
     Others saw the process as a way to make the assimilation easier, at which point minorities 
would accept most, if not all, of the British culture as the most desirable option. Multiculturalism 
was simply the politically correct way of codifying a system that acted as a form of racism, 
presenting it as a discourse which exists to legitimate certain forms of behavior while 
condemning others as inappropriate (Gunning 132). For those who wanted assimilation to mean 
a form of subservience, there was little to fear from this new push for multiculturalism. It would 
simply mean that a black man could only become integrated when he started behaving like a 
white one (Rushdie 137). After integration there would be little left of the minority cultures 
apart from the elements that the majority culture wanted to keep.    
     While for some people it has a highly positive connotation: an attractive diversity of ways of 
life, mutual respect among citizens from different backgrounds, free expression and creativity, 
colorful dances with exotic custom culinary variety (Crowder 1), there were already others who 
saw the difficulties that the process would entail. The sentiment of some whites was that they 
were the victims of a multiculturalist movement as it implied that all cultures were equally 
valid, valuable and moral (Bourne 89). The Burnage Report,43 written after the 1986 murder of 
an Asian student, highlighted the failings of the multicultural agenda as seen by segments of 
English society. An examination of the murder pointed to this sense on the part of white English 
men of being ignored by the attention paid to multiculturalism. The report wrote, The lack of 
attention paid by antiracist initiatives to the needs and perspectives of white (especially working 
class) students who were treated as cultureless wandering spirits (Nayak 242) is one of the 
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reasons for resentment toward the immigrant community. Part of the anger was at the celebration 
of minority culture at the expense of British culture and history, and both Smith and Ali describe 
the majority and minority reaction to multiculturalism.   
     For some in that majority, multiculturalism, more nefariously, suggests social fragmentation, 
stultifying political correctness, inegalitarian privileges to certain groups, the abandonment or 
denigration of the core ethical standards and achievements of Western civilization and even of 
science and reason (Crowder 2). Those who were wary of ceding any ground saw the same 
threat that had been posed since the 1950s. It would only increase if credence was given to an 
array of cultures that were not aligned with traditional British values. However, there was an 
overall desire for minority communities to be integrated into British society, but it seemed that 
many in Britain were caught wanting to have minorities in a space that was somewhere between 
too visible and not visible enough (Bhaba 56). The balance would be difficult to strike for many 
in Britain as it is for the white characters in Smiths and Alis books.    
     Multiculturalists also assumed that all minorities wanted to be assimilated into wider British 
society. There were many who had reservations for a variety of reasons, and these reservations 
are voiced by many of the characters in Smiths White Teeth and Alis Brick Lane. There was a 
fear that very disparate parts of minority groups would be collectively known as Black or  
Middle Eastern or all categories as Muslim without any regard for the different forms that 
ethnicity or religion might take. There are large differences within Islam along with various and 
very varied countries within the Middle East.44 Multiculturalism hinted at an essentialism that 
many minorities fiercely opposed. It was becoming a philosophy in which there is an unstated 
assumption that such diversity ends at the edges of minority communities, and both average 
people and those in power treated minority communities as homogenous wholes, ignoring 
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internal conflicts arising out of class, gender, and intra-religious differences within those 
communities (Malik 60). There was a desire on the part of minorities to be recognized, not only 
as different from white culture, but also different within their minority group, as the process was 
in danger of resulting in a multicultural mass that is devoid of individual identity (Matt 
Thomas 17). Members of minority communities are increasingly defining themselves more 
narrowly by the specificities of regional affiliations (Loh 124). If multiculturalism meant that 
large sections of minorities would have to be grouped together to simplify integration, such a 
view was met with resistance by many in those communities. It is this grouping together of 
minorities that causes much of the tension in White Teeth and Brick Lane.   
    While the 1980s had begun with race riots in cities across England, the Rushdie Affair of 1989 
showed that there was still a disconnect between immigrant groups and what much of white  
Britain saw as traditional, immutable British values.45 The Rushdie Affair was generally 
understood as highlighting certain irreconcilable differences between a rational West and a 
fanatical East, between the values of censorship and free speech, fundamentalist religious 
intolerance and secular liberal tolerance. It also pointed to the breakdown of traditional alliances 
within and between Britains various non-white communities (Proctor 101). Rushdie himself 
saw the failings of multiculturalism. He writes, Multiculturalism is the latest token gesture 
towards Britains blacks, and it ought to be exposed, like integration and racial harmony for 
the sham that it is (Imaginary Homelands 137). By the 1990s there were still many who 
needed to be convinced of the merits of multiculturalism in whatever form they would ultimately 
take, and as Smith and Ali show, many in the 2000s had still not been persuaded. The policies of 
the 1980s now seemed, more than ever, as a common sense compromise that would limit the 
destabilization of English society.     
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     Those concerns were heightened when, in the city that served as ground zero for the Rushdie 
Affair protests in England, Bradford City council adopted a policy that declared every section 
of the multicultural, multiracial city had an equal right to maintain its own identity, culture, 
language, religion, and customs (Palmer 2). Other protests, depicted in both White Teeth and  
Brick Lane, took place in England, but it was also the worldwide protests surrounding The 
Satanic Verses that caught the attention of those in Europe who felt uneasy at the lack of 
assimilation. The sense was that the melting pot doesnt melt, and that ethnic and racial 
divisions get reproduced from generation to generation (Anthias 158). If multiculturalism was 
to succeed, efforts would have to made to change the mentality of young people, both in the 
minority communities and in the larger white community, as the ghettoization and lack of 
interaction on the part of immigrants meant that the next generation of people of immigrant 
descent will feel even more alienated from the mainstream society (Fomina 415). Because of 
this focus on a new generation of minorities, Zadie Smith and Monica Ali both reflect the idea 
that many multiculturalists saw schools as the place in which to begin the process.46   
     Several characters in White Teeth and Brick Lane share some of Thatchers strongest 
reservations in allowing schools to be a testing ground for multicultural experimentation. While 
well-intentioned, the difficult topic of teaching multiculturalism soon became evident. An 
embrace of all cultures meant for some that all cultures except for traditional British culture were 
celebrated. Samad and Alsana Iqbal in White Teeth and Chanu in Brick Lane mirror the views of 
Thatcher who saw some of the issues of locally run schools and the possibility that ill-thought 
out multiculturalism policies could be forced onto students and parents. Thatcher had seen 
firsthand the dangers of leaving any broader social themes in the hands of the education system.        
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     Thatcher understood that more harm than good would result from an overt push at the school 
level to rush multiculturalism, as even the British education system which is supposed to be the 
last Bastian for disparate social narrative to harmonize has in some cases become the very 
instrument to enforce division and exclusion (Shahi, par.12). Such a push could have damaging 
effects since [a]s far as education policy is concerned its implementation more often than not 
reinforced cultural and religious difference rather than simply finding pluralism (Fomina 418). 
The role of the educational system as the facilitator of anti-racism and multicultural initiatives 
was equally rejected by some minorities, and the movement for separate Black and especially 
religious schools [had] been gaining power especially among the Muslim community (Anthias 
161). Further education reforms, including some as recent as 2014, never managed to fully deal 
with the complexities of multiculturalism,47 and as its failures become more apparent, its 
experiment may soon come to an end just as Thatcher had envisioned at the end of the 1980s.            
     After Thatcher left office, the 1990s began with further confusion on how multiculturalism 
was meant to operate, and it sets the stage for all of Smiths and Alis texts. The cricket test put 
forward by Thatcher loyalist Norman Tebbit showed that there was still suspicion of any 
philosophy that encouraged immigrants to retain loyalty to their ethnic and cultural heritage even 
if they themselves were born in the United Kingdom. The question asked which side an 
immigrant would support if England was playing the country they came from. As immigrants 
overwhelmingly came from countries that had been English colonies, and therefore played 
cricket, it would establish how far they had come in their integration into England, or if they still 
saw themselves as outsiders with loyalties that remained in their homeland.  
     In 1990, Tebbit questioned, "[w]hich side do they cheer for?" Tebbits test would determine 
how successful integration had been, as "[i]t's an interesting test. Are you still harking back to 
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where you came from, or where you are? And I think we've got real problems in that regard." 
(qtd. in Fisher, 1). Any attempt to enforce the philosophy that collectively [w]e are you; they 
are us (Alibhai Brown, Who Do We Think We Are? 13), and that all members of British 
society were somehow the same, was doomed to failure. Tebbit added to his view of 
multiculturalism again in 1997 when he said, Multiculturalism is a divisive force. One cannot 
uphold two sets of ethics or be loyal to two nations, any more than a man can have two masters. 
 Youngsters of all races born here should be taught that British history is their history (qtd. in 
Farrar 13). His rhetoric may seem to be misplaced at the end of the twentieth century, and the 
victory of New Labour in 1997 seemed to further enforce how anachronous his comments were, 
but if anything, they would soon find their place at the beginning of the twenty-first century.   
     While for some confusion reigned, for other more optimistic members of British society 
under New Labour, it was a period in which it appeared that the politics of multiculturalism had 
become a non-debate by the middle of the 1990s (Hesse 5). In the 1990s, Britain was in the 
process of rebranding itself as Cool Britannia, and multiculturalism constituted one aspect of 
that reinvention (McMann 624). There was a growing sentiment that multiculturalism was the 
desired and inevitable direction in which Britain was moving at the beginning of the 1990s.         
     In the late 1990s under Tony Blair there was the biggest push and celebration of the new 
multicultural England, but even then, a counter-movement showed that during the 1990s 
increasing hostility to multiculturalism in its various forms was apparent both nationally and 
internationally. Thus, while repugnance at racial violence was widely expressed and a broad 
proforma consensus existed over the need to make multicultural societies work, it was also a 
conflict of what multiculturalism meant and how or if it worked in practice (Hewitt 2). It began 
a period in which many of the policies instituted in its name in the 1970s  anti-discrimination, 
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affirmative action programs in employment, education and cultural funding are now being 
reconsidered in the face of disillusion and compassion fatigue (Bennett 1). After the initial 
optimism of a post racial multicultural Britain that was heralded in the 1990s, the façade began 
to crack as more people saw that multiculturalism in the form it had taken at the end of the 
twentieth century was not beneficial to many concerned. Both of Smiths and Alis novels chart 
this steady decline in the optimism surrounding multiculturalism up until its ultimate failure, and 
most of the characters suffer from this fatigue.   
     At the same time that Smith and Ali were writing White Teeth and Brick Lane, in 2000,  
Alibhai-Brown states, There are many deeper anxieties stirringand multiculturalism doesnt 
seem to be able to answer them. There are increasing numbers of people for whom 
multiculturalism simply doesnt connect anymore.  Three decades of multicultural discourse, 
policies, and strategies have achieved only superficial change (After Multiculturalism 1). 
Alibhai-Brown goes as far as to say that multiculturalisms mindset and ideology has reached 
the end of its useful lifeit is the moment to dispense with these ideas and ways of thinking 
(10). Multiculturalism was further complicated in the 2000s by the events of 9/11 in 2001. It is 
mentioned in Alis Brick Lane, and the British terrorist attacks of 7/7 in 2005 are alluded to in 
her later novel In the Kitchen.48   
     While the events of 9/11 were catastrophic, there was a sense that while [t]he United States 
assailants were foreigners; the eight people involved in London were the children of Britains 
own multicultural society (Kepel, par.15). They showed that a desire to combine cultural and 
social customs and values of a multitude of ethnicities under one umbrella still had the obstacle 
of what seemed to be an intractable divide between religions. Christopher Hitchens asked, How 
did a nation move from cricket and fish-and-chips to burkas and shoe-bombers in a single 
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generation? (1). As a central theme in Brick Lane, it is clear that religion is the biggest obstacle 
to successful multiculturalism, and it is one that would never be resolved.  
     Many argued that Islam was not, and would never be, synchronous with traditional British 
and Western European values, even in fairly secular European countries.49 As a cause of division 
in Smiths and Alis texts, the desire to again vilify the Other as something inalienable to  
British values due to the terror attacks and the subsequent War on Terror did not solely cause 
the deterioration of multiculturalism, but it was a symptom of something that had been building 
for years. Charles Moore writes, Britain is basically English-speaking, Christian and white, and 
if one starts to think that it might become basically Urdu-speaking and Muslim and brown, one 
gets frightened and angry.  Such feelings are not only natural, surely- they are right (qtd. in 
Appiah 132). Even in the books written before 9/11, Smith and Ali depict characters who reflect 
that sense of fear and anger. Religious violence is an easy way for those who already see the 
many problems surrounding multiculturalism to pronounce that it is damaging and unwanted. 
While not close to the scale of the 9/11 attacks, there had been many examples of religious based 
violence throughout the 1980s both in Britain and abroad for people to point to.50   
     In the immediate aftermath of the 7/7 bombings,51 Mark Steyn writes that the West was 
gradually awaking to the realisation that the real suicide bomb is multiculturalism (par.1). 
Terrorist attacks across the world meant that the policies addressing the social integration of 
migrants in the United Kingdom are complex and could be said to have followed the pendulum 
movement from assimilation to integration, from integration to multiculturalism and, after the 
attacks of 11 September 2001 back to assimilation again (Irene Pérez Fernández 152). The 
attacks may have been an extreme catalyst to the questioning of multiculturalism, but they were 
an issue that had been in the background of the movement since it began in the 1980s.  
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The terrorist attack in England meant that some conceived that the suicide-bombers of July  
2005 were the failed off-spring of state multicultural policies and practices (Fortier 40). Even if 
terrorism on the scale of 9/11 and 7/7 were not the common outcome, there were those that saw 
multiculturalism as insidiously having an unwitting tendency to further reactionary currents 
within minority communities (Dawson 167). Even without the major attacks at the beginning of 
the 2000s, there was an increase in fundamentalism felt in the local communities depicted by Smith 
and Ali.   
     By the middle of the 2000s, after the publication of White Teeth and Brick Lane, the backlash 
to many of the policies aimed at multiculturalism had become more vociferous. Far from being 
confined to the more fringe racist elements of European countries, the furor over the failed 
experiment came from the higher echelons of European governments. By 2010, the leaders of  
Germany, England, and France had all cited their concerns with the failure of multiculturalism.52 
In a speech in 2010, German Chancellor Angela Merkel said the idea that we simply live side 
by side and are happy about each otherthis approach has failed, failed utterly (qtd. in Kern, 
par.6). It had reached the point that [m]ulticulturalism is seen by growing numbers of people 
not as the solution to but as the cause of Europes myriad social ills (Malik 5). Rita Chins 
writes, These pronouncements mark the culmination of a backlash against European 
multiculturalism that have been building for at least twenty-five years. By 2010, the idea that 
multiculturalism simply did not work in Europe was so self-evident, so obvious, that national 
heads of state felt comfortable declaring its failure without qualifications or caveats (Chin 238). 
It was a far cry from the political backing of multiculturalism that had dominated the 1990s.   
     Despite decades of various integration, assimilation, and cultural reclamation, the mirage of 
multiculturalism promises cohesion and harmony, while in practice it has created social 
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factionalism and exclusion.  and it is difficult to avoid the fact that under the umbrella of 
multiculturalism, some social groups exist in their own bubbles, completely separated from the 
mainstream (Shahi, par.7). After years of multicultural promotion, the time had come when the 
term multiculturalism seems discredited and out of time.  Just a talisman of some bad old 
time (Bhattacharyya 252). In 2018, many in England believe that multiculturalism has failed 
and different communities generally live separate lives (Townsend, par.1). It was a sentiment 
that Thatcher had voiced forty years earlier and one that is reflected in Smiths NW and Alis In 
the Kitchen.   
     Smiths and Alis novels highlight an element of Thatcherism that has often been used as 
means to criticize her rule. It was easy and convenient for those who opposed Thatcher to label 
her and her policies as racist. There were certainly moments when she appeared tone deaf to 
racial problems, and there were often poorly chosen words, but she foresaw many of the issues 
that would define the 2000s. Thatcher saw the need for a more coherent policy in not only 
determining who was allowed to live in England, but also the method through which they would 
achieve the precarious balancing act of maintaining their own cultural identity while integrating 
into broader British identity.53   
     From the 1980s onward, multiculturalism was further complicated by the fact that the more 
minorities were encouraged to express their cultural and ethnic differences, the more different 
they appeared to those who had concerns to begin with. By drawing attention to the elements that 
made their cultures unique, the more they were ostracized and vilified as [a]ny attempt to 
recreate the material conditions of the immigrant homeland only clarifies the gap between the 
diaspora and the dominant culture (Santesso 58). The idea of multiculturalism that has prevailed  
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doesnt get us very far because, more often than not, it is still understood as difference between 
cultures (Perez Zapata 84). Thatcher was roundly vilified for demanding policies that set that 
integration process up for success rather than failure. Her reticence to accept unfettered 
multiculturalism and align England too closely to Europe proved to be correct. Thatcher saw the 
dangers of integrating other cultures under some fictional umbrella of Britishness, and the failure 
of multiculturalism was manifested in the Brexit vote of 2016. 
     While Ali and Smith have both benefited from an overall desire on the part of readers and 
critics for multicultural representation, their texts do not show a country that has benefitted from 
a thirty-year push for multiculturalism. Far from being, as Dominic Head describes, an instance 
of a kind of hopeful defensiveness; we may have racism, intolerance, tribalism and the violence 
they spawn, but we do at least have a handful of novels celebrating an alternative multicultural 
experience (Head, The State of the Novel 92), Smiths and Alis novels show that 
multiculturalism in the form it has been implemented is something that needs to be drastically 
revisited. While presenting various minority groups interacting and living within larger British 
society, their narratives highlight the ways in which those interactions do not function to benefit 
any demographic.    
    Zadie Smith and Monica Ali describe pockets of London, Willesden, Killburn and Brick Lane, 
that are both representative of the ways ethnic groups operate in that city and of the greater 
repercussions to England as a whole. The novels discuss the dynamic between minorities within 
their own groups, with other minorities, and with broader English culture. Ali adds how women 
function within their own unique minority groups and the country overall. While there may well 
be a path forward that will successfully integrate and assimilate minority cultures in England, 
NW and In the Kitchen show that the attempts up until 2020 have not reaped positive results. All 
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four books simply highlight the failures of multiculturalism and the impossibility of moving 
forward given the current paradigms.   
     White Teeth and Brick Lane are set in the early 2000s in an England still shaped by  
Thatchers time in office, but they are equally affected by the policies of the 1990s and 2000s.  
The push for multiculturalism that had begun in the 1980s had reached its peak in the late 1990s. 
The world depicted in the novels is the result of decades of various multicultural initiatives 
aimed at integrating the multitude of ethnicities that lived in England and particularly in 
London.54 Decades of immigration had reshaped the demographics of England, and some of 
those minorities living in England had been the beneficiaries, but others more so the victims, of 
many well-meaning multicultural movements. While they had been lauded at the time, their 
ultimate effects had been to produce a fractured society that had reverted to tribalism. The many 
warnings in the 1980s were ignored, and it led to the ghettoization of many large cities across not 
just England but Europe as a whole.   
     Far from becoming the utopic society that many had seen as the ultimate progression of 
multiculturalism, London in the 1990s and 2000s was the renewed site of racial tensions that had 
been overtly missing since the 1980s.55 Monica Ali and Zadie Smith depict a London that had 
reverted to insularity and the marginalization of ethnicities, and while many read an optimism in  
Smiths and Alis works, they show instead a city that was more divided than ever after decades 
of failed multicultural policies.   
    Cultural inclusivity as a political and social movement had been the subject of growing 
criticism, but the novels of Zadie Smith and Monica Ali have conversely received plaudits for 
their representations of multiculturalism. This praise is increasingly contrary to non-literary 
accounts of diversity initiatives, but literary critics continue to write that in Smiths and Alis 
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texts [t]here is a shift from themes of alienation, dislocation and transformation, to an assertion 
of confidence, settlement and citizenship rights (Upstone 124). Literary critics saw a move 
away from the more divisive texts of the previous decades. While novels in the 1990s might 
emphasize separationthe multicultural novel privileges mixing, which it presents both as a 
spur to divisiveness but also as an occasion for new collectivities (Walkowitz 231). However, 
these collectivities fail to materialize in the stories themselves.   
     Zadie Smiths White Teeth was a particularly strong recipient of high praise for the 
multicultural society that it portrayed. Nicola Allen writes, Hybridity is a powerful and even 
unstoppable force that survived every attempt made in the last century to end the process (88), 
and it is this hybridity that Smith uses as a catchall solution to postcolonial strife (Katarina 
Rogers 49). White Teeth portrays racism in contemporary London as an unsettling but familiar 
anachronism that is increasingly receding into small, domestic spaces as time goes by, rather 
than as something persistent and threatening (Perfect 87). Contemporary London supposedly 
emerges as the site of an unusually vibrant multiculturalism with mass immigration from 
former British colonies to post imperial centers during the latter half of the  
twentieth century bringing about a particularly heterogeneousand so particularly healthy
metropolitan community (Perfect 78). To think that the London Smith and Ali depict is an 
[e]ver-changing city-scape [that] does not encourage separateness or fixing ones mind once 
and for all, becoming therefore fertile playgrounds for the cultural navigators of all 
persuasions (Knauer 176), is to ignore the city in which the characters live. It is rather a London 
that is a social space where disparate cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often in 
highly asymmetrical relations of domination and subordination (Pratt 513). The issues in  
Willesden are the exemplars for the rest of London and other major cities across England.  
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     At the time of the publication of White Teeth, there was a joyous reaction to the promise of 
multiculturalism that it seemingly portrayed. Anthony Quinn writes that for all its tensions, [it] 
is a peculiarly sunny novel. Its crowdedness, its tangle of competing voices and viewpoints, 
betoken a society struggling toward accommodation, tolerance, perhaps even fellowship, and a 
time in which miscegenation is no longer the exception but the norm. To say that it is an 
incredibly optimistic portrayal of life in multicultural London in which immigrants battle it out 
to be heard above the traffic (OConnell qtd. in Jakubiak 202) is an example of the almost 
universal cause for celebration that accompanied the text. Generally, the criticism coalesced 
around this positivism, and [t]he reading of White Teeth as an optimistic, at times even  
utopian view of race relations, unites critics regardless of their geographic location (Jakubiak 
202). The consensus is that [t]here is a scholarly emphasis on the novels apparently rosy view 
of ethnic heterogeneity (OLeary 39). The praise for the works and their depiction of 
multiculturalism reflects more of a desire for its success rather than any textual evidence.  
     Smiths White Teeth seemed to tie in with the prevailing cheerfully positive vision of 
multicultural Britain in the early Blair years.  White Teeth almost instantly became canonical 
as an epochal novel celebrating the heterogeneity of British urban society around the 
millennium (Tancke 27). There would seem to be a willful disregard for the realities of both of 
Smiths novels, and Stephanie Merritt concludes that Smith offers a very optimistic vision: 
prejudice exists, but tolerance appears in equal measure, and racist violence is only mentioned 
briefly and at second hand. In 2000, it appeared that White Teeth would usher in a new century 
of tolerance, and the text on the surface at least offers a vision of Englishness that embraces 
multicultural diversity.  The legacy and problems of colonialism are still apparent but the 
novel ends on a note of hopeful projection to a world in which roots and historical legacies can 
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be, if not rejected, at least evaded (Bentley 91). To believe that these historical legacies could, 
even in part, be evaded is to wishfully disregard the realities of life in England and/or the desires 
of most demographics. It is this exact push for people to reject their histories that was part of the 
problem of multiculturalism from the onset.  
     Peter Childs adds to the historical significance of White Teeth, History is the source of 
conflict, but it is only through the efforts of her new world pilgrims, living together in the same 
community, that there will be a multiethnic future of peace, love, and understandingIries 
daughter at the close of the novel embodies White Teeths most optimistic vision of the future 
(222). The praise continued, and White Teeth has been read as a manifesto for a liberatory 
hybridity that promises to transform Britain into a more genuinely multicultural society (John J 
Su 86). It is not just Irie who was hailed as a symbol of the progress of British society. The story 
of Magid is also seen in a positive light, and where a different writer might have insisted on 
casting Magids split state as a grim symbol of alienationgenerational, racial, postcolonial, that 
Triple Crown of modern angstSmith observes it with a wink. She sees humor in all this 
identity confusion, and hope, too (Schwartz, par.4). The book points in the opposite direction 
and Irie and Magid, in fact, along with the other characters of White Teeth, end up representing 
the impossibility of achieving the goals set up by multiculturalists.   
     At the time White Teeth was written, 1999, multiculturalists still had high hopes for 
multiculturalisms success despite the cracks that had begun to appear. White Teeth was 
celebrated as a ground breaking depiction of London multicultural life before it had been 
published, fueled, in part, by the desire for positive representations of pluralism. Not everyone 
saw such hope or validity of the image Smith portrayed in the novel, and Richard Bradford 
writes, Smiths first novel deals with the relationship between races in a way that borders on the 
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farcical. One cannot help but wonder if this novel which involves such an awkward blend of the 
baroque and the symbolic, would have found a publisher let alone generated critical acclaim had 
it not been so determinedly fixated on the theme of multiculturalism (The Novel Now 206). 
However, the hysteria that surrounded both the text, its publication, and the author did not give 
most critics pause to question whether it had any bearing on the true state of multiculturalism.            
     White Teeth appeared at just the right time for those who hoped for the success of 
multiculturalism, as Smiths brand of undemanding multiculturalism could serve as an anthem 
for the complacent self-image of London as the harmonious melting pot (Susie Thomas, par. 6). 
Before readers had been given their first glimpse of the book, Smiths publisher announced that 
[t]his bespectacled and studious writer has achieved a maturity of vision that is unusual for 
someone in her twenties (Head, Contemporary British Novel 106). Both Smith and Ali had 
the benefits of having media friendly authenticity with both being able to command the 
mellifluous tagline shes young, Black and British (Colebrook 46). Dominic Head adds his 
own praise to the text and writes that Smith had been identified as the epitome of multicultural 
Britain.  White Teeth turned out to be just as significant as the hype had proclaimed.  Smith 
has found a way of harnessing the novels capacity to embrace heterogeneity (107). They are 
glowing responses to a novel that does nothing to show that multiculturalism has succeeded in 
any way.    
     Alis and Smiths books were hailed as visions of the success of Britains move toward 
cultural, ethnic, and racial diversity and acceptance, but while they hint at a world that could be 
possible, they ultimately signal the collapse inherent in over thirty years of multiple, muddled, 
and ineffective policies. The characters ultimately end up unassimilated in broader British 
society, and their failure to assimilate results in even greater marginalization and alienation. The 
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novels show that the various prejudices found in almost all of the characters cannot be overcome, 
and to try to is a fools errand. Even the characters who would appear to have found liberation in 
British society have only done so in a very relative way, and with little hope for any greater 
future success. The England in which different groups live is as tribalistic and disengaged with 
one another as it was before, and the multicultural movements have simply exacerbated the 
issues. Far from a sense of optimism, the narratives highlight the impossibility of achieving the 
mission of diversity.  
     Smith points out at in the epigraph for White Teeth taken from The Tempest, What is past is 
prologue, and as there is no escaping the past, the text shows that there is also no real way to 
free oneself from it. While Matthew Paproth may optimistically say that [a]lthough your history 
may be hopelessly entangled with your present-day existence, it alone does not have to constitute 
that existenceit is possible to move beyond it and stake a place for yourself, outside of your 
individual family history (17), all of the characters in White Teeth show that it is, in fact, not 
possible.   
     While White Teeth starts with the hopeful saving of a life, that initial act by the Muslim Mo 
Hussein-Ishmael in rescuing Archie from a suicide attempt betrays any sense of solidarity 
between characters of differing faiths, or the possibility of a mutually beneficial, functioning 
multicultural society. Even the main relationship between Archie and Samad is fraudulent and 
based on lies. Archies inability and unwillingness to tell Samad that he did not kill Dr. Sick 
results in the final fracturing of their connection, and Samad concedes that the cornerstone of 
their friendship was made of nothing more firm than marshmallow and soap bubbles (441). The 
revelation of the lie reveals that it was a friendship in which they could not be honest with each 
other from the very beginning.   
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     It is not only Archies and Samads bond that is formed on unstable foundations. Even before 
Archies and Claras ill-fated marriage, Smith depicts the relationship of Clara with  
Ryan Topps. It is the initial fumbling of multiculturalism. Their brief union was much to their 
schools collective disgust (31), and the only reason that it lasted the brief time that it did was 
because Clara was willing to give up her own identity. The broader society of the school also 
collectively feels the unsuitability of such a union. Their romance is based on a one-sided 
assimilation in which her minority identity is consumed, albeit willingly, and [o]ver the ensuing 
months, Claras mind changed, Claras clothes changed, Claras walk changed, Claras soul 
changed (32). It is a type of assimilation that benefits neither party, and it is certainly not one in 
which the native identity cedes any ground.   
     There are more long-term relationships in the novel, but they are similarly tenuous. The 
limited success of Samads and Archies bond depends on Archies inability to see Samad as a 
member of a different culture. His abbreviated name for Samad for the more Westernized Sam 
reflects his desire for Samad to be English in a way that Archie understands, and one that robs  
Samad of his ethnicity. He insists that Samad and his wife are not those types of Indians.  
Ive known Sam for years.  Theyre not those kind of Indians he repeated (46). The fact that 
the Iqbals are in fact not Indian at all, but Bangladeshi is irrelevant and unknown to Archie.  
Archie desires to move his relationship with Samad away from multiculturalism towards 
monoculturalism and cultural homogeneisation (Liz Fekete 18). This may have upset Samad 
when he was younger, and he tells someone during the war that Sultan,,,Sultan,,, Samad 
mused, Do you know, I wouldnt mind the epithet if it were at least accurate. Its not historically 
accurate. It is not, even geographically accurate. I am sure I have explained that I am from 
Bengal (73), but now he has resigned himself to the various examples of ignorance that he 
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experiences. Heterogeneity must be forcibly made to seem like homogeneity for any of Archies 
relationships to function. Samads friendship with Archie is representative of a society that 
wishes to see Samad as a version of English that rejects any of Samads authentic self. He works 
in a curry house that serves chips and stringy goat to the whiteys who dont know any better  
(69), and while he insists, I have been a student, a scientist, a soldier, he is seen as a slight 
variation of what it means to be English, or he is not seen at all.   
     After forty years in an England trying to be multicultural, Samad has abandoned any efforts to 
correct those who still see him as Other. Samad tells his Muslim friend at work, I have been 
corrupted by England, I see that nowmy children, my wife, they too have been corrupted 
(120). His sacrifice has not been rewarded by an acceptance into English society, nor has it 
reduced the animosity that those English feel at the sense of intrusion and danger that ethnicities 
create. If the best that multiculturalism can offer is based on a misunderstanding of the cultures 
that make it up, then it is only a comical distortion of what multiculturalists hoped society would 
be.   
     Multiculturalism is not only something that the majority culture resists. Samads wife, 
Alsana, is equally uncomfortable in a country that desires a multicultural society. She tells 
Samad, You fight a war with some Englishmanmarried to a black!  These are the people 
that my child will grow up around? Their childrenhalf blacky-white? (51). All concerned find 
themselves as losers in the multicultural experiment, and while at the very least it would seem 
that victory could be claimed by one of the sides, both are left with the resentment that comes 
from having an ideology forced upon them. Far from being willing to adapt and beg for 
opportunities to stay in England, many in the minority community much prefer the notion of a 
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return to their country of origin. The notion that the immigrant should be grateful for the 
opportunity for assimilation is not reflected in the attitude of many in Smith and Alis texts.   
     Samad welcomes the opportunity to reject the multiculturalism attempted in England, and he 
concedes, I should never have come here  thats where every problem has come from. Never 
should have had my sons here (121). Samad believes that the sins of the Eastern father shall be 
visited upon the western sons (135). It is not an issue unique to Samad, and he reflects on his 
extended Bangladeshi family and says, all their children are nothing but trouble. They wont go 
to mosque, they dont pray, they speak strangely, they dress strangely, they eat all kinds of 
rubbish, they have intercourse with God knows who. No respect for tradition. People call it 
assimilation when it is nothing but corruption (159). Samad is an example, found again in Alis 
books, that the fear of the immigrant becoming too British is not just the fear of the British; it is 
often the fear of the immigrant, too (McMann 624). There is a fear of assimilation itself on the 
part of the minority, and coupled with the hostility felt by many in the majority community, it 
seems to be a legitimate question to ask why multiculturalism would even be attempted at all.        
     The minority also fears for its children. Samad believes that the children of his children, two 
generations removed from his attempted integration of minority ethnicities into society, will be  
[b]rowny, black, Blacky-brown, Afro, flat nose, rabbit teeth, and freckles. Theyd be freaks 
(190). They would speak a strange mix of Jamaican patois, Bengali, Gujarati, and English.  
Their ethos, their manifesto, if it could be called that, was equally a hybrid thing (192). The 
hope that as time goes by, future generations will find a more welcoming society is misplaced. If 
anything, society will become less tolerant. This leads to Samads decision to return one of his 
sons, Magid, to Bangladesh, as Samad realizes that the continued collision of cultures that he has 
faced in England will still fail for the next generation. Samad knows from experience that the 
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result of that attempt to assimilate leads to misery, and he is determined that his son will not 
follow in his footsteps. It is particularly important for Samad to have his sons educated back in 
Bangladesh, as he knows the fight for inclusivity is fought in the education system, but he can 
only afford to send one of them.     
     It is in that education system in England that Samad finds the seeds of multiculturalism both 
sown and fail. Smith depicts the issues caused by the schools desire to insert itself into the 
larger social experiment. In a debate over which festivals should be celebrated at Magids 
school, the tension that it evokes hints at the effects it will have on broader society. Samad is in 
equal parts angry and confused at having to decide which festivals should be honored. He argues, 
What is it about this Harvest Festival? What is it? Why is it? And why must my children 
celebrate it? (108). When the headmistress replies, the school already recognizes a great 
variety of religious and secular events: among them, Christmas, Ramadan, Chinese New Year, 
Diwali, Yom Kippur, Hanukkah, the birthday of Haile Selassie, and the death of Martin Luther 
King (108), she highlights the mentality that in trying to appease everyone it pleases no one.   
     When one of the schoolchildren is told he will be playing Indian music at the festival, Smith 
writes, the cymbal player, dubious of what place he would occupy in such a radical change of 
genre, took it upon himself to be the first to ridicule the scheme (129). Even to a child, some 
multicultural polices appear comical, and far from resulting in a well-adjusted adult who values 
all religions and ethnicities, that humor will turn to anger. That anger is represented in the form 
of Samads son, Millat. It is Millat, who remains in England, who shows the fate that awaits 
some minorities who are encouraged to assimilate under the terms of multiculturalism.         
     As the twin left to grow up in England, the somewhat inept fundamentalist group Millat joins 
betrays the seriousness of the dangers of multiculturalism. Millat fails to integrate into English 
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society, and he is open to the promise of revenge for those failures. Millat goes to Bradford to 
take part in the protest against Salman Rushdie. Millat and his friends participate in an event 
that has been taken as a key flashpoint in the rejection of pluralist values: the burning of Salman  
Rushdies novel The Satanic Verses in Bradford (Dawson 165). Millats exposure to English 
society leads to a desire to purge oneself of the taint of the West (White Teeth 367), and far 
from making gains to a tolerant society, he was here to finish it. To revenge it. To turn that 
history around (419). Smith writes, Millat hadnt read [The Satanic Verses]. Millat knew 
nothing about the writer, nothing about the book, could not identify the book if it lay in a pile of 
other books, could not pick out the writer in a lineup of other writers (194), but it does not 
matter as the anger lies with British society rather than with one single event, and the writing of 
The Satanic Verses is merely an excuse to vent that anger.  
     Millat gets some of his anti-English sentiment from his mother. As she in turn burns Millats 
Western belongings, she tells him, Either everything is sacred or nothing is (197). Alsana is 
fearful that Millats white friends are Englishifying him completely! Theyre deliberately 
leading him away from his culture and his family and his religion (286). Alsana has no desire 
for her son to assimilate, underscoring the fact that it was not just white Britain that was opposed 
to an integration that would cost any group part of its identity.    
     That white Britain is represented by Joyce Chalfen, whose work, as a horticulturalist, is a 
metaphor for the cross-breeding of the various ethnicities in the texts. Joyce writes, Now we are 
demanding both variety and continuity in our flowers, the passionate colors of exotic blooms, 
365 days a year. Where once gardeners swore by the reliability of the self-pollinating 
plantnow we are more adventurous, positively singing the praises of cross-pollination (257). 
However, the dangers of this process are made clear. The procedure results in insects, thrips, that 
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feed on those plants. The result is that although [t]hrips mean well, things go too far, thrips go 
beyond pollinating and eating pests; thrips begin to eat the plant itself, to eat it from within.  
Thrip will infest generation after generation of delphiniums if you let it.  What can you do but 
prune hard, prune ruthlessly, and begin from the beginning (263). The conclusion that it is best 
if [y]ou never planted something where something else was meant to be (358) is the final 
concession in the metaphor. Multiculturalism is meant to produce passionate colors, but it 
results is a self-destructive, parasitic entity that feeds on itself. The repercussions affect 
generations to come and are irreversible in their damage.  
     There is a consensus in the issues of cross-pollination. Alsana has already seen the dangers of 
this cross-pollination, and she tells Clara that the Chalfens are little scavenging English birds 
pecking at all the best seeds!  they dont just steal, they rip apart (285). Claras mother, 
Hortense, agrees, and she tells Irie, De Lord Jesus never meant us to mix it up. Dats why he 
made a hol heap a fuss about de children of men building de tower of Babel. Im want 
everybody to keep things separate.  When you mix it up, nuttin good can come (318). 
Previous generations see the problems when you mix it up, and some, like Hortense, see the 
destruction on a Biblical scale. Hortense rounds out the list of characters who see the failures of 
multiculturalism.   
     The optimism of Smiths depiction would work if things improve for the younger generation. 
If Archie, Clara, Samad and Alsana had been the sacrifices that would ensure a move to a more 
successful society, it would hint at the hopefulness so many saw in the book. If Iries, Magats 
and Millats evolving relationship to London is based on closer ties to each other, across their 
cultural differences, than their parents have ever experienced then for the first time, the 
progeny of the immigrants may, united, look forward to acquiring the status of insiders (Lowe 
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168). If that were the case then there might be cause for celebration. However, at the end of the 
twentieth century, Irie is just as excluded from majority British society as anyone who went 
before her, and [t]here was England, a gigantic mirror, and there was Irie, without reflection. A 
stranger in a strange land (222). Her desire to look more Western, and in doing so find an 
absence of a reflection, is a comic-tragedy that will not be resolved by Smith.  
     From the beginning, Iries attempt to get hair that looked more western is perverted by 
receiving Indian hair, and when she returns to the Iqbal family she is greeted with [Y]ou look 
like a freak! (236). Smith writes about the century of strangers, brown, yellow, and 
white[that] has been the century of the great immigrant experience (272), but in reality, Irie 
feels like she was crossing borders, sneaking into England; it felt like some terribly mutinous 
act, wearing somebody elses uniform or somebody elses skin (272). Irie inherits a world that 
is unprepared to extend the multicultural experiment, and it is a world that will begin to actively 
oppose its continuation.        
     Millat and Irie have been no beneficiaries of the multicultural policies that were meant to 
make a difference in the way the Iqbals and the Irie Jonses of the world could access British 
society. It has resulted in a fractured society, as multiculturalism has forced groups to the 
extreme peripheries where they operate in literal and figurative no-contact zones. Irie and Millat 
are not alone. Smith writes, we often imagine that immigrants are constantly on the move, 
footloose, able to change course at any moment.  [They] step into their foreign lands as blank 
people, free of any kind of baggage, happy and willing to leave their differences at the docks, 
but the truth is that they will merrily set upon another weaving their way through Happy 
Multicultural Landweighed down, burdened, unable to waver from their course or in any way 
change their separate, dangerous trajectories.  You are always still, you move nowhere, there 
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is no progress, they cannot escape their history any more than you yourself can lose your 
shadow (384). Just as the thrip, multiculturalism destroys itself from within, and disparate 
groups set upon another. It is impossible to seamlessly integrate into a new community , in part 
because they are so different from one another. They are expected to merge first with one 
another, and then with English society. The England Irie lives in is no better than that of her 
father and grandmother who had to leave their differences at the docks. While that arrival may 
have been two generations ago, the state of England in the 2000s is a renewed place of 
inaccessibility to Irie and Millat because of the new push for multiculturalism.   
     Smith ends the story with the unveiling of Marcus Chalfens Futuremouse©, the genetic 
experiment that alters the genomes of mice. Marcus tells the audience, in what he intends to be a 
joke when Samad stands up and leaves the presentation, I think somebody realized this story 
doesnt have a happy ending (438). He is more correct than he realizes, and it is the overall 
story of multiculturalism about which he is unwittingly commenting. If Futuremouse© is a 
representation of the future of England and of Irie and Millats generation, then watching it 
dash along the table, and through the hands of those who wished to pin it down [as] he watched 
it leap off the end and disappear through the air vent (448) is the final act of the death of 
multiculturalism. It shows that any optimism one sees in the novel pointing to a better future is 
grossly misplaced.   
     NW marks Smiths return to a multicultural London. Written thirteen years after White Teeth 
and the optimism with which that text was met, it depicts the ultimate demise of the multicultural 
experiment. In truth, multiculturalism had already failed by 1999, but Smith must concede that 
since she wrote White Teeth, the hope that the new century would bring positive results was now 
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over. The cheery hope that many saw both throughout and at the end of White Teeth is missing 
when Smith returns to Northwest London.   
     The shift is mirrored in Smiths markedly different style to that used in White Teeth. Ron 
Charles finds hope in the modernist fragmentation of the first section of the book, and he writes 
that while, NW is difficult to enter, its no more difficult than moving into any new 
neighborhood: At first, you cant imagine youll ever learn your way around the winding streets, 
but soon this strange habitat feels like home (1). However, just as multiculturalism itself, [y]ou 
have to admit that this novel appears to be attempting so much, on so many formal and thematic 
fronts that it cant decide what it wants to be (David James, 204). The splintered style resists 
easy assimilation, and the end result is the same inability on the part of minority groups to form 
part of a cohesive whole. The confusing and disjointed narrative mirrors a London which is as 
divided and alienating in 2012 as it is the novel. While [t]he texture of the prose is still 
distinctly Smiths, its color has changed, a familiar, bright picture seen through the smudged and 
darkened glass.  There is something ominous in the cacophonous jumble of character, voice 
and thought (Schwartz, par 4). NW dramatizes the intense anguish, emptiness, and despair 
found in the psychological lives of [Smiths] protagonists (Kahn, par.4). NW is a damning 
indictment of multiculturalism, and written in 2012, it is Smiths acceptance that it has failed.   
     Whether it is by history, religion, ethnicity, or race, the three sections in NW that depict the 
lives of three separate characters highlight the fact that their lives are segregated. They meet at 
the peripheries, and their lives come into contact in ways that never truly unify them. Even 
characters that share large sections of chapters are never unified in any meaningful way. When  
Natalie invites Leah to dinner, Leah believes it is just to provide something like local color 
(96), but they are ultimately disconnected. It is a London that has been tribalized, a London that 
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is spatially set up to limit integration. While Leah is faithful in her allegiance to this two-mile 
square of the city (6), the boundaries of her zip code mean that she is unable and unwilling to 
find a similar allegiance to other areas or people in London. She concedes, [T]hats how we live 
now, defending our own little patch, it didnt used to be like that, but everythings changed 
(57). She is comfortable in remaining in such a small enclave, as the other parts of London are 
figuratively inaccessible to her.   
     The small parcels that make up the neighborhoods of London have become isolated, and 
streets are the metaphorical boundaries that separate cultures and ethnicities. Molly Slavin writes 
upon tracing Smiths Northwest area of London, I noticed that my friend and I were the only 
white people in the place; the change in demographics from West Hampstead to Kilburn, in a 
space of just over a mile, was too obvious not to remark upon (98). Leahs confinement in her 
neighborhood shows that it is not just ethnic minorities who are failed by multiculturalism, as  
Leah is described as isolated, ashamed, and with a deep feeling of unbelonging, which transfers 
the feelings that have been often attributed to those on the margins onto somebody allegedly in 
the centre (Perez Zapata 88). Her role as a member of the majority racial and ethnic group does 
not make her immune from the effects of de facto forced segregation, and Leah, despite being 
born and bred in [London], never goes anywhere (NW 55). She shares this sense of isolation 
with minorities who may be expected to feel that way.  
     However, it would appear on the surface that Leah has in fact broken down barriers in race 
relations. In Leahs marriage to Michel, a black Algerian, Smith does show that such unions are 
in theory possible, but just as the characters in White Teeth, in practice their marriage is based on 
a series of lies that they tell themselves and each other. The central story of Leahs abortion and 
her unwillingness to tell Michel she does not want to have children, and her possible unresolved 
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sexuality (Perez Zapata 87), mean that the connection they do have is not founded on any true 
trust or acceptance. The one interracial relationship in the text does little to show that such 
relationships are successful.   
     Leahs mother, Pauline, does not hide her racism. Smith writes that Pauline believes, All of  
them are Nigerian, all of them, even if they are French, or Algerian, they are Nigerian, the whole  
of Africa being, for Pauline, essentially Nigeria, and Pauline believes that theyre perfectly  
fine as long as you keep an eye on them (19). Just as Archie had to reduce Samad to a collective 
identity, nationality, and history, so too Pauline can only make sense of the role of different 
ethnicities in London by categorizing them as one group, and it is a relationship in which 
[b]etween Pauline and Michel there exists nothing but mistrust and misunderstanding (20). 
The characters in NW, with their secretive double lives, play dual roles, as representations of 
certain aspects of the multicultural reality of contemporary urban Britain and as manifestations 
of the ethical danger of reducing others into essentialized identities based on race or other factors 
while denying their uniqueness (Lynne Wells 100). Just as Pauline wishes to close ranks in 
order to exclude minorities, so too some of the minority characters feel a need for self-exclusion 
that results in a solidarity. NW presents a multiverse in which multiplicity is driven into 
homogenization by the forces of those dominant discourses that attempt to suppress the category 
of the Other (Perez Zapata 83). Those who are grouped as the Other reluctantly accept 
homogenization if it allows them to differentiate themselves from the majority, but it is done at a 
further cost to their own true identities.   
     Members of that Other are represented by the women who know Michel and who do not like 
his relationship with the white Leah. Smith writes, although Leah has a blue tongue and a fancy 
degree and a hot husband and no offense, but for the women in our community, in the Afro-
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American community, no offense, but when we see one of our lot with someone like you its a 
real issue (37). The result is that Leah is warmly teasedwith an undercurrent of real 
resentmentby her female, African-Caribbean co-workers (and they're all female and African-
Caribbean) for having laid hands on a treasure that rightly belongs to their community (Adam 
Mars-Jones, par.1). To these women, it does not matter that our lot refers to people from 
different continents that are grouped together solely as they are other, as that solidarity reaffirms 
their desire to separate themselves from the white majority in England.   
     There is a sharp divide between the aspirations of multiculturalism and how it is perceived by 
those living in London in the 2000s. The best intentions do not translate into the actual 
experiences of the people. Smith uses the metaphor of a trip Leah will take through different 
neighborhoods around Northwest London. When an online map service gives Leah the directions 
for them to get to somewhere, the map tells them the plan from A to B as a series of linear steps 
that mark the exact route and times. The walking directions to Bartlett Avenue, London NW6, 
UK suggested route is to: Turn left on Yates Lane for 40 feet, Head southwest toward Edgeware 
Rd for 315 feet, Turn right at A5/Edgeware Road 1.6 miles, Continue to follow A5, Turn left at 
A4003, Turn left at Bartlett Avenue  Destination will be on the left (41). The directions 
continue, giving orderly, timed instructions. Just as with the best intentions of multiculturalism, 
the reality is very different. While following the route, instead of finding order, Leah finds; 
the sweet stink of the hookah, couscous, kebab, exhaust fumes of a bus deadlock.  
Escapees from St. Marys, expectant father smoking, old lady wheeling herself in a 
wheelchair smoking, die-hard holding urine sack, blood sack, smoking. Polish paper, 
Turkish paper, Arabic, Irish, French, Russian, Spanish.  English as second language, if 
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we squint, Kilburn need not exist. ... Here the school where they stabbed the headmaster. 
Here is the Islamic Center of England opposite the Queens Arms. (42) 
While the suggested route may have been a nice idea in theory, in reality is does not function as 
intended at all. The sterile instructions become disorganized and confusing, and the effluence of 
the journey overwhelm the indifferent directions. There is an organization to the instructions that 
hints at order, but it is not representative of the journey as it must be taken in real life. It is a 
journey in which one hears the muddled jumble of languages superseding that of English and 
one in which violence has made its mark. It signals the clash between traditional English culture 
and the otherness of Islam.56 What seemed simple enough is fraught with danger and a sense of 
displacement in a city she no longer recognizes.   
     On a separate journey through London, Leah sits on a bus and stares at an Indian womans  
bindi until it begins to blur, becomes enormous, taking up all of her vision until she feels she 
has entered the dot, passing through it, emerging into a more gentle universe, parallel to our own, 
where people are fully and intimately known to each other and there is no time or death or fear 
(48), but that world does not exist. There may be a parallel universe in which multiculturalism, 
harmony, and acceptance have become reality, but that has not been the case for the majority in 
London. Rather, it is a city in which [b]oom and bust never come here. Here bust is permanent, 
and it has become a [d]isappointed city living for those tired of their countries (52). There is a 
glaring disparity between the London that was hoped for and the London as it exists in 2012. It is 
easy to mark the failures of multiculturalism in hindsight, but many in the 1980s, including 
Thatcher, saw the difficulties in advance. Much of the good work in the 1980s that led to a 
boom for England has been undone in what is now a disappointed city.   
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     Smith devotes the third section of the text to Leahs friend Natalie, who changed her name 
from Keisha. While Leahs section alienates her from the other characters, Smith breaks up 
Keishas section into one hundred and eighty-five, short, at times, unrelated sections. They are 
often short and trivial, longer and revealing, or subjective and reflective. They are the pieces of a 
fractured self, and Keisha is both unsure of her place in society and even more uncertain about 
the pieces that make up an often-incoherent picture of herself. Keisha is young when she sees 
that [i]n the childs mind a breach now appeared: between what she believed she knew about 
herself, essentially, and her essence as others seem to understand it. She began to exist for other 
people (208). Even as a child, she understands that society is broken up into various factions 
that are contrary to and simultaneously in harmony with each others interest, and so she herself 
begins to fracture into disparate parts.  
     Keisha is still a child when she believes, I will be a lawyer and you will be a doctor and he 
will be a teacher and she will be a banker and we will be artists and they will be soldiers, and I 
will be the first black woman and you will be the first Arab and she will be the first Chinese and 
everyone will be friends, everyone will understand each other (252), but she soon realizes that 
society does not operate like that. The theoretical promise that multiculturalism would result in 
some utopic England in which anything is possible, a world in which everyone can get along and 
all children can live up to their potential, not only failed to live up to those lofty promises, but 
they failed period. The communal living that she envisions is replaced by fragmentation and 
isolation. Worse than resulting in the breaking off of society into unrelated parts, the process 
causes people to fracture within themselves. Identity is lost at every level, within larger society, 
within individual minority communities, and ultimately within individuals.  
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     Natalie changes her name from her birthname Keisha in order to succeed as a barrister in a 
different part of London than the one in which she grew up. Michel comments that [y]ou 
changed your name. I forgot that you did this. Its like: Dress for the job you want not the one 
you have. And its the same with names (71). Keishas betrayal of her own ethnicity is the 
price to be paid for minority success in British society, and the best intentions of a multicultural 
society in which the Keishas and Natalies of the world could find success have proven to be 
illusory. The answer to the issue of having to operate in a larger, dysfunctional society while 
maintaining identity as Keisha fails to do may lie in the individualism of the 1980s. Smith writes, 
There is a perfect isolation out there somewhere, you can get it, although it doesnt come cheap.  
 in the end, at the end of the day dont you just want to give your individual child the very best 
opportunities you can give them individually? (98). That return to a Thatcherian model of 
individualism is the best that one can do in a society that has ceased to fully function in the best 
interests of most of its inhabitants. The push for multiculturalism de-emphasizes the individual 
for the success of a fictitious larger unified whole.    
     As an adult, Natalie returns to her own neighborhood, and she realizes how improbable her 
ability to break free from her community was, and how it has ultimately left her as unhappy as 
the other characters. As she walks around, she reached Caldwells boundary wall, she walked 
the length of the back wall, looking down at the green verge that climbs from the low basin up 
the street level.  She seemed to be seeking some sign of a perforation in the brick (350). 
Keisha is one of the few who can break through the wall, but to do so she has to change her 
name and lose much of her identity. In an attempt by the local multiculturalist government to 
break down that wall, [a]t intervals along the pavement the council had planted an optimistic 
line of plane trees, little saplings protected by a coil of plastic around their trunks. One had 
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already been pulled up at the roots and another snapped in half (372). Changing the way the 
sections of London are bordered off does not change the fact that they are separated. On her final 
walk through her old neighborhood, Natalie stepped up onto the first little ledge just a few 
inches off the ground. She had remembered only one layer of obstruction, but the six-foot barrier 
before her was topped by spikes, like a medieval fortification: spikes up and spikes down, and 
iron imitation of barbed wire. This must be how they stopped people going nowhere (384). The 
literal border represents an even larger and insurmountable figurative obstacle. Even if that could 
somehow be scaled, it still results in a society where people go nowhere. Whether it is brick, 
spikes or trees, society finds a way to divide communities based on a variety of factors that 
predominately include race, ethnicity and money.   
     There is a comfort in knowing on which side one belongs, even for those that are in the 
rundown, disadvantaged, minority sections. There is little desire for many to break through that 
line, and many members in each society are happy to erect those barriers themselves. 
Multiculturalism did not initially build those literal and figurative barricades, but it strengthened 
them. Smith has depicted the result of decades of multicultural policies, and despite the optimism 
with which White Teeth was met, these worlds are grim portrayals of a country in which no 
group is content. Keisha and Leah join a litany of characters in NW that include drug addicts, 
murderers, murder victims, those falsely accused of murder, and the destitute in a London that 
has failed almost all of its citizens. NW is Smiths concession, thirteen years after the publication 
of White Teeth, which confirms multiculturalism is no solution to the ethnic divides that grip 
England in the twenty-first century.   
     Monica Ali also writes about immigrant communities in Brick Lane and In the Kitchen. The 
publication of her first novel, Brick Lane in 2003, was met with similar adoration as White Teeth.  
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In the same way, Alis first text was seen as depicting the possibilities of breaking out of 
enforced ethnic divides, and offering the optimistic hope of a unified and accessible community  
for all. Written fourteen years after Thatcher left office, Brick Lane depicts an England that had 
tried to distance itself from her conservative immigration policies and was well into a decade of 
the multicultural experiment. 
     Ali joins Smith as a beacon for multiculturalism. The publishing worlds desire for ethnic 
authors writing about ethnic characters meant that Alis debut novel was only [t]wo chapters in, 
[and Ali] asked a friend at Doubleday to take a look at it, and within forty-eight hours she was 
offered a two-book contract.  Then, six months before she published a single word of any 
kind, Ali was named one of Grantas Best Young British Novelists (Ziegler 147). It took only  
talk of youth and a photogenic writer with exotic ethnic origins to send ripples of anticipation 
through the pallid circles of Britains literary establishment (Ahmad 199). Much of the 
celebrity status of writers like Monica Ali and Zadie Smith is conferred upon them by virtue of 
how their version of multicultural London appeals to white middlebrow readership (Head, The 
State of the Novel 91). The same topics that drew critics to laud Smith were also the source of 
similar praise to Alis text. It seemed to offer an insiders perspective on just about every 
problem identified by the British media with regard to British Asians and Muslims over the 
past twenty years, from arranged marriages, the perceived fatalism and/or fanaticism of Muslims, 
white racism, [and] second and third generation alienation (Innes 247). That insiders 
perspective lent a credibility to those who wanted to see the possibilities of breaking free from 
the restrictions of ethnic boundaries.   
     Critics saw the optimism in Alis book, and Sarah Brouilette writes, Ali portrays a dynamic 
and changing community in which nontraditional ways of positioning oneself as a women and 
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mother are, if not welcome, at least possible (428). Garrett Ziegler believes that there is a 
positive progression in which [t]he novel traces the transformation of Nazneen from a 
dependent, isolated wife to an independent, Westernized social actor.  She is now aware that 
she can leave behind the norms of citizenship in one community for those in anotherthe free 
[to move] about the city is available to women like herself (148). Critics saw specific hope in 
the gender issues portrayed, and there is the notion that Nazneen has transcended some of the 
problems that women from minorities face.   
     For those critics, the text lends a sympathetic ear to Bangladeshi women who have striven to 
make a healthy and safe homeplace (Pei-Chen Liao 122), and Nazneen is now able to move 
freely in the public realm and not be treated as subservient to male power (Ziegler 160). It is an 
ending in which she embraces her fraught assimilation into the opportunism and self-fashioning 
that Britain supposedly affords (Chakravorty 524). Richard Bradford also sees a Bildungsroman 
in which [w]e are offered a limpid portrait of the Bangladeshi immigrant community, and as 
regards Nazneen, [i]n the end she is able to move beyond racial or religious prerogatives: the 
character who began as almost a mute figure in a novel centered upon England leaves it as the 
only one who can properly understand (The Novel Now 211). Nazneens growth is the source 
of the optimism, and although much of her life is an object lesson in passivity, her character is 
honed by experience, grows less soft around the edges and turns out to be full of courage 
(Bedell). Esra Mirze Santesso writes that Nazneen welcomes the opportunity to try and 
experience life within a boundary that is safe, limited and manageable. Her disorientation, then, 
ends with both a move forwardshe has established a new space for herself in Britain without 
disavowing her Muslim heritage although Santesso concedes that Nazneen can indeed skate  
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but only within the boundaries of the rink (82). It is a limited freedom that is still restricted by a 
tangible and metaphorical liminal space.  
     Critical praise for Brick Lane is not as uniform as that reserved for White Teeth. Ali Ahmad 
writes that there is a disastrous silly climax.  [but that] most reviewers condescendingly 
seemed to forgive this, taken as they were by what they saw as the novels light-hearted 
comicality and message of hope (201). However, relatively few saw a silly end to the text, 
and Natasha Walters loved the ideal of freedom that drives the final scene. There is a sense 
that past the end of the story, changes will be made within the minority community and in larger 
society, and a purposive narrative of liberation emerges (Cormack 719). These readings 
misunderstand that Nazneen is the final representation of the lack of agency and freedom that 
multiculturalism ultimately brings with it.   
     Nazneen arrives into an England that has been segregated through years of immigration and 
enforced and self-imposed separation. Without being able to speak English, and as a woman, she 
is unable to integrate at all into British society. She has been brought over as a young girl of 
seventeen in a forced marriage. Her husband, Chanu, understands that there will be no 
assimilation for either him or especially for his wife. The space Nazneen inhabits in Brick Lane 
is a commentary on the dual role she has as an outsider within her Bangladeshi community and 
as an outsider in broader British culture. She must navigate her way through the oppressive 
traditional patriarchal society women have in Bangladeshi life. She must concurrently extricate 
herself from one paradigm as she attempts to assimilate to the other.   
     Chanu has no interest in Nazneen freeing herself from traditional Bengali culture,57 and  
Nazneens role as wife/mother/seamstress is given as the alibi for her enclosure within the 
domestic space. It is precisely this biological codification of the body, gendered against any 
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possibility of assimilation (Chakravorty 511) that Chanu desires. Even if Chanu had wanted it, 
he and Nazneen do not enter England with the chance of broader integration, as their lives have 
been determined by the people who had already come to England, and who had tried and failed 
to assimilate. There is not the infrastructure in place to allow Chanu and Nazneen much freedom 
which is fine as such a concept of pure freedom for Nazneen is undesirable to Chanu. He is 
pleased that she was trapped inside this body, inside this room, inside this flat, inside this 
concrete slab of entombed humanity (56). He would not want to bring his young wife to 
England if it meant taking on some of the values that would allow Nazneen any agency.               
     Living in a little Bangladesh is exactly what Chanu wants as do many of his countrymen.  
They are happy living separate lives from the white majority cultures, and [t]hey dont ever 
really leave home. Their bodies are here but their hearts are back there (19). For those who did 
want to break free from many of those cultural restraints found in Bangladesh, such a move has 
been made difficult by the desires of the majority within London. They live in a city that would 
not pause even to shrug (42). It is still an England in which [t]o be an immigrant is to live out a 
tragedy (87), but many of the freedoms and cultural markers that define being English are 
unwanted by some in the immigrant communities. That tragedy is the result of the simultaneous  
struggle to assimilate and the need to preserve ones identity and heritage (88), but there is no 
solution for the desire to do both.   
     The attempt to preserve ones identity has a direct correlation to the inability to integrate. Ali 
writes that many go around covered from head to toe, in their little walking prisons, and when 
someone calls to them in the street they are upset, as they believe that [t]he society is racist. 
The society is all wrong. Everything should change for them. They dont have to change one 
thing (89). Chanu is one of those who will not allow any concession of his perceived identity. 
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The realization that it will not be possible to move seamlessly into British society while retaining 
all of the cultural paradigms of his original country results in Chanus desire to go back to 
Bangladesh. Part of the reason Chanu eventually decides a return to Bangladesh is the answer to 
his anger and resentment is that, just as Samad Iqbal, in England he is forced to play the role as 
the generic Other. He is consistently mistaken for an Indian. One of the last things he says before 
he returns to Bangladesh reflects his anger at not being able to have a unique Bengali identity, 
He says;  
What they are doing you see, is co-opting these immigrants into their grand political 
schemata in which all oppressed minorities combine in the overthrow of the state and live 
happily ever after in a communal paradise. This theory fails to take into account culture 
clash, bourgeois immigrant aspirations, the hatred of the Hindu for the Muslim, the 
Bangladeshi for the Pakistani, and so on and so forth. In all reality, it is doomed to 
failure. (389)  
Until English society is able to fully separate cultures and then find a way to integrate them 
individually into English society while maintaining their unique ethnic culture, assimilation will 
not work. The desire to mold minorities into a whole does as much to further alienate them as it 
does in uniting them. Chanu understands the impossibility of such an endeavor, and he says,  
[W]hen were back home, we wont need to think about these things. Back home well really 
know whats what (390), and he views repatriation as the solution to the impossible question of 
multiculturalism.   
     He tells Nazneen, In all my life, I feel this is the best decision I have made  to take my 
daughters back home.  [as] we must think of our children first. God knows what they are 
teaching them in these English schools (203). The education system is again the site of much of 
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the animosity between cultures. A leaflet posted in the community hall by the pro-white group, 
the Lion Hearts, reads;  
In our schools its multicultural murder. Do you know what they are teaching your 
children today? Your daughter will learn how to make a kebab, or fry a bhaji. Your son 
will be studying Africa or India or some other dark and distant land. English people, he 
will learn, are Wicked Colonialists.  And in Religious Instruction, what will your child 
be taught? Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John? No. Krishna, Abraham, and Muhammad.  
Christianity is being slaughtered. Indeed, in our local schools you could be forgiven for 
thinking that Islam is the official religion. Should we be forced to put up with this? When 
the truth is that it is a religion of hate and intolerance. When Muslim extremists are 
planning to turn Britain into an Islamic republic, using a combination of immigration, 
high birth rates, and conversion. (205)  
It is the call for white Englanders to rise up against what they see as the enforced 
multiculturalism that is trying to brainwash the children of England. The Lion Hearts, as many in 
England, fear that it will not be an obvious assault on traditional English culture through which 
foreign cultures will mount their attacks. There is a darkness in non-whites that hints back to the 
stereotypes in the days of the Empire, and an increased emphasis on multiculturalism will not 
result in a level playing field, but it will lead to a diminishment and replacement of British 
culture. It will rather be an insidious attack through a rewriting of history, a conversion of 
religion, and the everyday act of eating that will undermine traditional English values.   
     It is the same educational system that provokes such disdain among the majority white 
community that is also the object of the ire of immigrants. The question is raised at the Islamic  
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Bengal Tigers meeting that [a]re our children doing well in school? Have they come, suddenly, 
from the bottom of the education tables to the top? (293). Nobody is happy with the education 
system. The multicultural initiatives that were supposed to act as the entry point for a new 
generation to welcome different cultures has resulted in further estrangement and resentment.       
As in White Teeth, there would be cause for optimism if it could be shown that things improve 
for the next generation, but that is far from the case. While Dr. Azad tells Chanu that  
our children are copying what they see here, going to the pubs and nightclubs (18), the real 
direction of the second-generation is far more sinister. The Islamic group, the Bengal Tigers, of 
which Karim is a member, was the type of group that the majority cultures in Britain saw as 
irreconcilable with British values.   
     While white nationalist groups were condemned, and there had been a series of terror attacks 
against the Bengali community in 1999, the prospects of fundamentalist Islamic groups 
operating in England was a far more troubling concept for most in England.58 Under such 
circumstances not only could multiculturalism not work, it was to be actively feared and 
eradicated. The Lion Hearts and the Bengal Tigers trade in a war of leaflets posted in the 
community center that makes a mockery of the initial purpose of such a community meeting 
hall. It has descended into being simply an arena to highlight the impossibilities of 
multiculturalism.   
     The tensions between the groups are increased by the events of 9/11. Although a defining 
moment in the lives of Muslims around the word, Ali devotes just three pages to the attacks on 
9/11, but it is an insight into the fears felt by white Western society that all Muslims should be 
grouped together. Chanu and his family are by no means terrorists, but their reaction to watching 
the events unfold on television is not the unequivocal horror that most people felt, or that non-
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Muslims wanted to see on the part of the vast majority of Muslims.59 As the television shows the 
planes flying into the buildings, Chanu rocks around in a state of fearful excitement (304), and 
as the plane comes again and again, Nazneen and Chanu fall under its spell.  The girls sit on 
either side of Nazneen and they, too, become enthralled (306). Even if one could get past the 
language and cultural differences between ethnicities, the distrust between the Christian or 
secular West and the Islamic East, exacerbated and elevated to new levels by the events of 9/11, 
will by itself lead to the death of any successful multiculturalism as religion by definition resists 
hybridity (Santesso 60). With the seeming inflexibility of Islam, little progress appeared 
possible for many non-Muslims.   
     The anti-Muslim response is swift. Ali writes, A pinch of New York dust blew across the 
ocean and settled on the Dogwood Estate. Sorupas daughter was the first, but not the only one.  
Walking in the street, on her way to college, she had her hijab pulled off. Razia wore her Union  
Jack sweatshirt and it was spat on (306), and as result, Razia concludes that the English are 
happy to spit on their own flag, as long as I am inside it (330). The Lion Hearts response is to 
renew their efforts, and the new leaflets after 9/11 read, All over the country, our children are 
being taught that Islam is a great religion. But the truth is clear. Islam burns with hatred. It gives 
birth to evil mass murders abroad (341). The desire to group ethnicities together, and the 
oftentimes acceptance of that concept by minority groups themselves, has reached its dangerous 
and violent conclusion.   
     The hard work that would be required to understand the complex and subtle nuances of the 
multitude of different ethnicities is an undertaking that is simply unreasonable. While the 
perception is that all Muslims are one homogenous body, any other progress made in 
multiculturalism is a moot point. The fear that hordes of young Muslim men, both overtly and 
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furtively, are intent on destruction means that not only is assimilation not desired, mass 
emigration, voluntary or otherwise, is the only solution for some more radical members of all 
demographics.   
     If success cannot be found with the younger generation or the male characters, then for many, 
it is Nazneens journey that forms the basis of the promise and optimism of the text. From the 
beginning she dreams of being free, and for her, ice-skating is the metaphor for that freedom. As 
she watches ice-skating on TV, [t]he old Nazneen was sublimated and the new Nazneen was 
filled with white light, glory, but it is an illusory freedom that ultimately means that when it 
ended and she switched off the television, the old Nazneen returned. For a while it was a worse  
Nazneen than before (27). Nazneen continues to achieve momentary glimpses of a world in 
which she could belong, but it is ultimately inaccessible.   
     Nazneen sees a possible liberation by shedding the traditional Bangladeshi clothes that she 
wears:  
There was no reason to wear it, but she wore her red-and-gold silk sari. The next instant 
she was seized by panic and clawed the silk away as if it were strangling her.  The sari, 
which seconds ago had felt light as air, became heavy chainsif she changed her clothes 
her entire life could change as well.  For a glorious moment it was clear that clothes, 
not fate, made her life. And if the moment had lasted she would have ripped the sari off 
and torn it to shreds. (228)   
As the moment passes, Nazneen ultimately became dizzy with relief that she had worn her red 
and-gold sari (230). Her clothing acts as a signifier, and she is ambivalent to its purpose and the 
reaction to it. She believes that such a surface signifier represents her true self to many, and such 
an outward depiction of herself will define her to the majority of people in England. Nazneen 
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optimistically but incorrectly believes that such a simple act as removing that cultural marker 
will afford her some freedom, but assimilation, or at least lesser rejection, is not possible with 
such a simplistic gesture. It is a scene that will repeat itself at the end of the text when Nazneen 
again feels as if finding freedom is possible, but it will prove just as hollow. It will result in a 
sense of dissatisfaction and resignation to her fate.   
     As with the ice-skating and her clothing, Nazneen continues to try and find agency and escape 
through her connection to the young Bengali Karim. However, that relationship, and Karim 
himself, is also fraudulent, and they merely give the illusion of liberation. Nazneen believes that 
when Karim spoke in Bengali he stammered. Nazneen believes that in English, [Karim] found 
his voice and it gave him no trouble.  There was nothing there. No clue to the glitches in his 
Bengali voice (170), but it is not true. When he does speak, he often says, [Y]-y-your husband 
is right.  Y-y-yes, but t-t-too expensive (170). Nazneen is seeing the Karim whom she wants 
to see rather than the one based in reality. Nazneen wonders about his certainty, how he walked 
a straight line while others tumbled and stumbled. And most of all she thought of what he had 
that she and Hasina and Chanu sought but could not find. The thing that he had and inhabited so 
easily. A place in the world (216). Nazneen wishes to see a freedom that can be achieved 
through Karim, but her relationship is a fantasy just as any resultant freedom is.   
     Karim has no place in society apart from the form of rebellion against it which he employs to 
further segregate himself. Karim identifies with the riots in Oldham, in which [t]here were 
pictures of hooded men, scarves wrapped Intifada style around their faces, hurling stones, furious 
with the cars that they set alight. Between the scarves and the hoods it was possible to catch 
glimpses of brown skin (226). In a reverse of the desire Nazneen had to remove cultural  
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markers represented by clothing, Karim embraces the symbols of hatred reserved for those in 
England that see him as the enemy. But just as Nazneen, his identity runs far deeper than the 
clothes he wears, and his brown skin is still the biggest symbol of his rejection from British 
society. Karim is Chanus equal in not having a satisfactory answer to the failings of 
multiculturalism, and he will also ultimately decide that a return to Bangladesh is the only 
solution.   
     When compared to Chanus and Karims return home, Nazneens decision to stay in England 
has been seen by many as a mark of some sort of success. Those critics believe that by separating 
from Chanu, she has liberated herself from the patriarchal society in which her gender has 
prevented her liberty, and by staying in England, she can now access English society. It might 
appear that she can be accepted as a part of society, while simultaneously remaining a unique 
member who is allowed to maintain her own identity within the larger social picture, but it is 
hard to imagine such an outcome.   
     Neither of those assertions are corroborated by the novels or the reality of life in England. As  
Nazneen walks the streets around Brick Lane, she sees;   
Every type of cheap hope for cheap housing lived side by side in a monument to false 
economy. The low-rises crouched like wounded monsters along the concrete banks.  A 
desolate building, gouged-out eyes in place of windows.  At the end, near the sick 
orange lamp of a light post, two black children sat behind bars, watching their new 
world. Nazneen had learned to recognize the face of a refugee child: that traumatized 
stillness. (393)   
Economically, along with culturally and socially, immigrants are not allowed to take part in life 
in Britain. They are forced to live in ghettos desired to exclude them from mainstream England. 
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The areas in which they live have become the monstrous personifications of the suffering they 
endure and the way in which many in the majority in England see them. While she is now able to 
walk past Brick Lane, there is nothing there for her. She will soon have to return as what can 
you tell a pile of bricks? The bricks will not be moved (66). At the end, she may feel a passing 
sense of liberation by skating around the rink, but it will not change the fact that she will have to 
return to a society that will be exclusionary.   
     Although Nazneens friend, Razia, says, This is England, you can do whatever you want 
(415), it is an optimism that the reader should see as misplaced. It is not even a sentiment 
constructed by Nazneen, and as such has not been internalized in any meaningful way. It is not 
even a figment of her imagination, but rather that of another. Nazneen may feel the initial rush of 
liberation, but the Brick Lane she inhabits will not change, and as she must ultimately stay there, 
her fortunes will likewise remain stagnant. It is only through willfully misplaced optimism that 
one could conclude that [T]his England.  You can do whatever you like (415) has any 
bearing on the reality faced by immigrants both at the time Ali wrote the book, and in the sixteen 
years that have since passed. Just as when Nazneen watched ice-skating in the beginning of the 
text, her fleeting participation in the activity will again result in a worse Nazneen than before  
(27).  
     While the ending may be positive in relation to the hardships which she found when she came 
to England, that says little about any optimism for the future. She may have made some progress 
by learning English and freeing herself from her marriage, but it is not the England that any 
multiculturalist would hope for her. In comparison to her sister who remained in Bangladesh, she 
is certainly better off, but Englands desired standard for multiculturalism did not set the bar at 
life in Bangladesh. While there may be small victories to be found for Nazneen, any notion of 
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profound progress that she has broken through patriarchal and societal bonds of restraint is more 
willful delusion than anything found either within or outside of the novel.   
     Ali revisits the multicultural society in In the Kitchen, and it confirms that not only has 
nothing improved in the lives of immigrants like Nazneen but rather there has been an even 
greater breakdown in the possibility for integration into British society. Written in 2009, In the 
Kitchen, is set in multicultural London six years after the events of Brick Lane. The story 
revolves around events in a hotel kitchen which acts as a claustrophobic microcosm of England. 
The death of an immigrant working in the kitchen leads to a breakdown of its tenuous social 
structure. It is a crucible in which various ethnicities are forced to co-exist in conditions 
conducive only to anxiety, anger, and fraying race relations. It is a little Britain that mirrors the 
failings of the broader society.   
     Originally a product of the Victorian age (13), the kitchen, and in turn England, now 
functions as the place in which Gabe, Gabriel, Oona, Yuri, Suleiman, Ivan, Victor, and Lena 
work together, and [e]very corner of the earth was represented here. Hispanic, Asian, African, 
Baltic, and most places in between.  a new dishwasher from Somalia, one was Mongolian, and 
the third was from the Philippines (97). While initially Gabe thinks that it was touching, really, 
to watch them all, every race, every color, every creed, it soon becomes apparent that it only 
works when nothing interrupts or sidetracks the operation. As soon as there is any discord, 
factions develop, and the entire structure crumbles. A death in the kitchen, both literal and 
figurative, sets the events in motion that will lead Gabe to conclude that the harmony he thought 
was present was merely a thinly veiled illusion.   
     Ali uses Gabes change from a member of the younger generation who sees the racism of his 
father as an anachronistic relic into someone who no longer sees the efficacy of multiculturalism.  
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Gabes father represents some in the previous generation and their insular views on immigrants. 
He tells Gabe that he was marooned among the Asians.  They never scrubbed their doorsteps, 
the children pissed on the flagstones, they made curry with Pal dog meat (97). Gabes 
grandmother, Nana, is equally prejudiced, and although she is suffering from dementia, Gabe 
remarks, Funny how you can lose your memory but not your prejudices (168). Nana asks,  
Why do they make such a fuss? The Pakistanis, the Asiansalways complaining about this and 
that. There was this lass in the paper, she wants to wear the veil to school. This is England. If 
they want things exactly like home, they can bloomin well go there (170). Nanas generation as 
a whole has a form of dementia that keeps them in a loop of bigotry. If Ali finds no hope with 
the older generation, then any move forward will have to be made through the next.   
     Gabe is joined by Sally as representative members of the subsequent white generation, and 
they are the hope for a more liberal future. Gabe is progressively disdainful of Nanas views, and 
mockingly asks her if she misses [t]he days when we had the good old National Front and 
swastikas sprayed on every railway station and underpass? (168). Gabes father, Ted, explains 
that he longs for the time when people round here cared about each other. When you knew 
everybody in the street and they knew you.  But there was a communityand thats been lost 
(168). Ted regrets that [w]eve lost the Great. Know what else weve lost? Britishness. People 
keep talking about it. Thats how you know its gone (187). Gabe, as the more modern, tolerant 
and sophisticated member of the next generation initially rejects his fathers outdated views, and 
tells him, Theres no point trying to keep everything the same. And just because things are 
different does not mean theyre worse (187). He cites his kitchen in which every nationality is 
there, and everyone gets along (188). Gabes initial naiveté is the hopefulness of those who saw 
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the possibilities of multiculturalism, but his subsequent disenchantment, anger, and resignation is 
the realization of the failure of that effort.    
     His loss of faith in the unity of his kitchen manifests itself in a more prejudiced view of those 
with whom he works. Gabe soon falls prey to some of the same stereotypical notions of race and 
ethnicity. Sally also slowly sides with her parents view of immigration and talks about a trip she 
took to the library. She refers to leaflets that had been left: every leaflet they do, theyve got to 
translate it into fourteen languagesthey buy these books by Muslim preachers what are in 
prison, some of them, what say you should take up arms against the infidel, thats meaning you 
and me.  Its a multicultural society, but what about my mum.  Whos going to stand up for 
her? (171). In a reverse of the traditional cycle where the next generation rids itself of the 
prejudices of their parents, Gabe begins to see the validity of his fathers views on minorities and 
multiculturalism. He also sees some duplicity on the part of his immigrant workers who have 
claimed asylum in England. The perceived generosity of England has been subverted by those 
who have entered the country. It is an echo of the sentiments of the 1950s in which England had 
finite resources that should be channeled to those who are native to England. It shows that the 
same fears are still present fifty years after the initial wave of immigration.  
     Gabe questions the authenticity of the immigrant narrative. Gabe represents the doubt and 
fear on the part of some in the majority culture that there are fictions that form the basis of many 
minority stories. For those who not only feared why people were coming to England, they were 
also concerned with exactly who was being allowed in. Gabe hears that you can buy a national 
insurance number, you can buy a passport and identity, and you can also buy a story. If you think 
your story is not strong enough, if you worry that your own suffering is not sufficient to gain 
permission to stay in this country, you can buy a story and take it with you to the government 
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office (116). The notion that each individual life is somewhat fictitious means that entire 
communities are somehow lacking in the veracity needed to take part in larger English society.   
Gabes father, and increasingly Gabe himself, feel as if minority ethnicities have somehow 
duped him and British society into taking on something inherently incompatible with British 
values.   
     Gabes previous notion of a harmonious and eclectic collective continues to recede, and he 
thinks, The kitchen brigade seemed less like a United Nations assembly this morning, and more 
like a pirate crew (205). The death of one member has revealed the harmony in the kitchen for 
what it was, a series of tenuous relationships based on mistrust and suspicion. Gabe sees the 
world differently, and as he walks through the streets of London, he notices the signs in English 
and Arabic (136). England is so foreign to some now that his friend tells him, See that, seems 
strange, dont you think? Having a Union Jack flying here (136). Gabe defends the Victory 
Services Club [who] fought for King and country. Surely they can have a flag (136). For some 
in England, the flag has become a hollow, and almost offensive, signifier that now seems out of 
place in English cities. To hear that the Union Jack now seems an unbecoming marker of a 
previous era is the realization of the fears of many. In the past, Gabe would not have given it 
much thought, but now he notices these fissures, and he fears that much of what represented old 
England must now be accepted as out of date in the twenty-first century and sacrificed in order to 
build multiculturalism.  
     If the flag is to be removed, the space it leaves will be filled with what represents the new  
England. The restaurant that he stops at has a silent television screen showing Arabia TV, and 
from somewhere, Middle Eastern music played its endless lament. All the customers except 
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Charlie were men, hookahs squatting faithfully at their feet. The artwork added a touch of the 
exotic: a pastel of an English country cottage, a collage of postcards depicting the Tower of  
London, Prince William, and the Queen (137). England has now become the exotic. Not 
merely a culture among many, but now one that is looked at as Other. While he initially 
welcomes the array of cultures that made up his kitchen, he now begins to fear that the 
traditional England in which he grew up, and about which he gave little thought, is being 
usurped by immigrant, minority, ethnic cultures.   
     There is a more aggressive reactionary element to his fear of encroachment. He lives in a  
London gripped with the fear of terror. After 7/7, Charlie thinks, What if there is a bomb? Its a 
thought that pops up.  I start looking around to see if anyone in the carriage could be the one 
with the bomb. Looking for dark skin, beards, big coats.  Weve been invaded (145). The 
religious divide is the breaking point of tolerance, and the possibility for integration has been 
eradicated. For Charlie and Gabe, certain ethnic minorities will always conceal the possibility for 
terrorism, and as the visceral reaction to seeing all Muslims as the Other, there is no amount of 
reason that will allow for unbigoted assimilation.  
     The sense that we gave them a chance and look what they did is now justification for many 
to call for an end to the multicultural experiment and the misplaced positivism that thirty years of 
multiculturalism had brought with it. If those policies had been overtly beneficial to minorities, 
then there would be greater argument to move forward with many of them. However, things are 
again no better for the minorities themselves. For those in the kitchen, they are a group that is 
trapped between society and the outskirts, and their role is that of a menial labor outsider who 
must live on the edges of society. Even though they may be British, it is in name only. Outside 
the hotel, Gabe sees a group of young Asian men, some in skullcaps, some in hoodies, engaged 
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in kicking a portable television to pieces. They appeared to take little pleasure in the task, which 
they performed with an air of weariness as if, were it up to them, it would be the last thing they 
would choose to do (191). Destruction has become the outlet for some, and although that is not 
what they envisioned for their lives, it is all with which they are left.  
     Those minorities who came to England with the dream of assimilation are witnessing their 
children become more disenfranchised from society. When Gabe finally returns to the kitchen, 
the situation has deteriorated, and an anarchy has been let loose. Gabe looks in the mirror and 
the image confronted him. A lunatic stared out of the mirror with red-rimmed eyes.  His 
chefs jacket was stained with blood. He looked like a man on the run  an escapee from the 
asylum (388). It did not take long for Gabes faith in a harmonious, unified, and tolerant society 
to break down. That faith now seems an insane concept to Gabe, and his reflection symbolizes 
the craziness of his prior thinking. While the death at the beginning was certainly out of the 
ordinary, it revealed more about the fragility of the status quo within the kitchen. A stronger 
community could have withstood such a tragedy, but for those untethered to one another in any 
social or cultural bond, it swiftly led to divisions among the staff and the final complete collapse 
of the entire structure.   
     Gabe stands over the figurative remnants of the kitchen, and he thinks, [Its] as if all that he 
had known had been taken away from him, the whole world revealed as a lie (401). The secret 
that Gabe uncovers is the grim reality of the lives of the immigrants in his kitchen. It is a story of 
lives spent in the shadows, of forced labor, and of an underground economy that depends on the 
servitude of immigrants who cannot access mainstream society. To be a legal or illegal 
immigrant is merely a case of semantics, as their lives are more alike than they are different in 
relationship to structures of power in English society.   
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     Upon coming to his epiphany, Gabe is told, Why dont you get over it? Start accepting how 
things are (417). While Gabe had been content to ignore this underbelly of society, he is now 
faced with the reality that even if he wanted to, his kitchen could not function without this 
inequality. Gabe is ultimately fired from his post as head chef, in part because he cannot 
continue to work once he has seen what is required for the kitchen to run. Far from attempting 
some grand gesture in which he tries to overhaul the system to gain justice for those who are 
marginalized, he does the only thing left available to him which is to return home to his father 
and grandmother. He resigns himself to the fact that Nana, though shes officially been ill since  
1972, will probably outlive us all (430). Even if she does not, in fact, outlive Gabe, he now 
understands that her views will, and he will play his part in keeping them alive.   
     It is only after he rids himself of the kitchen, and withdraws back to the insular society of his 
parents town that Ali writes that Gabe can carry on, in all earnestness and with a great deal of 
hope in his heart (436). The dream that he had of running a kitchen filled with different 
ethnicities had been fictitious from the beginning, and through his journey he comes to realize 
that despite peoples best efforts, the faults in the system are too profound to overcome. The 
integrated society that appeared to function was based on marginalization and exclusion, and 
while it worked to serve the interests of some, it ultimately failed for the majority. For British 
society to operate with such a multitude of ethnicities, it must do so with winners and losers, and 
it could certainly not function in accordance with the utopian vision of multiculturalists.        
     The 1980s was a complex decade as various new ethnicities came to England, and those that 
had been there for years emerged to demand a greater stake in society. As England recovered 
from the financial and cultural catastrophes of the 1970s, the new push for multiculturalism 
brought with it new problems. Multiculturalists envisioned a broad-based English society in 
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which all ethnicities could simultaneously merge in with a new idea of what it meant to be 
British. The process as it was envisioned also allowed that ethnicities maintained their own 
unique culture and identity. The push for the new society was orchestrated in the 1990s within 
the school system and in governmental initiatives that hoped to ensure that everyone felt that 
they were British.   
     While many first- and second-generation immigrants felt that they had suffered at the hands 
of Britains desire to resist assimilation, they hoped that their sacrifices would mean a better 
future for their children. If that had been the case, the initial failures of many policies could be 
seen as a necessary sacrifice, but as Irie, Millat, Gabe, Sally, Nazneen, Karim, Leah, and Natalie 
show, things ultimately became even more fractured in the 2000s. Zadie Smith in White Teeth 
and NW, and Monica Ali in Brick Lane and In the Kitchen depict a country in which 
multiculturalism has failed for all concerned, and minorities feel as let down by the initiatives as 
anyone else.   
     After thirty years of attempts to rebrand the policies and learn from its mistakes, the terminal 
failure of the movement began in the 2000s. The misgivings of some who in the 1980s who 
rejected the notion of multiculturalism in the way it was embraced, had their voices drowned out 
under cries of racism, but they ultimately revealed themselves as correct. The unwillingness on 
the part of some ethnicities to become even a little bit Western, and the unwillingness for some 
in mainstream British society to accept minority cultures as is, means that assimilation has to 
be redefined, and the process of that redefinition and how it affects all concerned in British 
society will be difficult if not virtually impossible.   
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Chapter 5: Conclusion  
     For over forty years, fiction and non-fiction alike have presented Thatcher and the Thatcher 
government as a scourge upon England that led to its cultural, social, and economic 
deterioration. The historical record has denigrated the work of the Thatcher government, and it 
blamed her for creating a decade of self-serving hyper-capitalism at the expense of traditional 
social values. The anger at shifting economic necessities and the reshaping of outmoded 
industries along with disgust at the broad social changes from the previous consensus politics 
were all directed at her policies and at Thatcher herself. She was vilified, lampooned and derided 
for what many saw as cruel and savage policies aimed at helping a small minority at the expense 
of a majority. Even after four decades, she is still seen as redirecting the course of Britain in 
negative ways, and her death in 2013 was the scene of jubilation for some and even further 
recrimination. If one, as many have, looks at the decades bereft of context or nuance, it is an easy 
portrayal to make.  
     Many authors in the 1980s and beyond saw that a radical change in Britain was occurring, 
and they attempted to reflect that change in a new form. The new, unique era of Thatcherism 
required a rethinking of the form of the novel. That new style manifested itself in an 
amalgamation of previous literary techniques. The use of prior literary forms, Realism, 
Romanticism, Modernism, Postmodernism were combined with a multitude of other forms, 
including the Gothic, magical realism, the travel narrative and historical metafiction to mirror the 
unique Zeitgeist of the 1980s, 1990s, and 2000s. The complexity of some of these new forms 
symbolized the complexity of the political, social, and cultural climate of the decade. The 
decision on the part of authors to use such intricate styles highlights the need on the part of 
critics to study the texts with a similar scrutinous inspection, something that many have not 
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done. To study the work of the critics and authors of the time in a such a limited and narrow way 
belies that fact that there was so much subtlety to the themes found in the contemporary British 
novel.     
     A closer look at some of the defining texts, both during the 1980s and in the decades since, 
shows that the worlds they depict are indeed shaped by the economic, social, and cultural 
policies of Thatcher. However, they are more complex in their depictions than one is led to 
believe by critics. Martin Amis, Nick Hornby, Alex Wheatle, Caryl Phillips, Zadie Smith, and 
Monica Ali write about different groups of people at different junctures in history, but they all 
show characters that either benefited from the climate Thatcher created, or they suffered as a 
result of resisting the necessary changes put in place during the 1980s. From Gregory Riding and 
Terry Service in Martin Amis Success to John Self in Money, what are commonly depicted as  
Thatchers heartless economic policies were in fact a necessity in order to save Britain from the 
economic collapse of the 1970s. Amis created characters that were seen as manifestations of the 
greed and excess of a decade that glorified self-serving individualism, but they are characters 
that were required at the time in order to save England. Their successes ultimately survived and 
had the possibility to excel because of the changes made in the 1980s.  
     As the atmosphere in England shifted in the immediate aftermath of Thatchers resignation, 
Nick Hornby depicts men in various stages of arrested development, ill-prepared and unsuited 
for the 1990s, a decade that had moved away from some of the mentality of the 1980s. As a 
repudiation of what many saw as the callous economic individualism of the 1980s, there was a 
desire to return to more social inclusivity and a softer, more socially involved male character. 
Rob Gordon in High Fidelity and Will Freeman in About a Boy are products of a 1980s that 
many wished to forget in the 1990s. Their inability to integrate into the new mood of the 1990s 
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is seen as another failure of the Thatcher government. Rather, they show that such a shift was 
only permitted due to the harsh sacrifices of the 1980s. The texts show men who are now able, 
albeit with some hard work and introspection, to move into a less jarring and severe society 
because of the work of the John Selfs of the world in saving England. Nick Hornbys characters 
initial failings at the beginning of the 1990s simply highlight their successes during the 1980s, 
and their ultimate ability to move into the 1990s is due to the climate created by Thatcher. 
Without many of the derided and unpopular changes made in the 1980s, there would not be an 
English society in the 1990s for Rob and Will to feel ostracized by. The uniform derision of the 
characters in Amis and Hornbys novels by critics fails to see the necessity of many of their 
actions that led up to the 1990s.   
     Some of the harshest critics of Thatcher point to the suffering of minorities during the 1980s. 
It was decade punctuated with riots and protests, and the common trope was of brutal policing, 
institutional racism and heedless social policies aimed at the further marginalization of blacks in 
England. Depictions of Thatcher as a racist who actively disenfranchised minorities are not born 
out by the facts or the texts of Alex Wheatle and Caryl Phillips. Alex Wheatle and Caryl Phillips 
are part of the canon of black British writers who have been co-opted as part of a larger narrative 
of the 1980s and 1990s as being a period of suffering of minorities at the hands of Thatcher.  
Wheatles East of Acre Lane, Brixton Rocks, and Brenton Brown, and Phillips Where There is  
Darkness, Foreigners, and In the Falling Snow are far more complex in their depictions of the 
Thatcher and Thatcherism that critics have discussed, and they are underserved by lazily 
categorizing them as negative and narrow political and social depictions of the 1980s and 1990s.       
     Wheatles and Phillips works revolve around young black men in the 1980s, 1990s and 
2000s and it is the progression of the characters rather than any simplistic snapshot of their 
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environments that creates a more nuanced depiction of the changes in Britain brought about by 
Thatcher. There is little argument that racism and inequality permeated parts of British society 
well before the 1980s, but the social collapse of the 1970s dictated the atmosphere moving into 
the 1980s. Thatcher was left a country divided in 1980, and both Wheatle and Phillips chart the 
progress made both within the immigrant and minority communities and in England as a whole 
in the subsequent two decades. Far from being at odds, the Thatcher government and minorities 
in England required the 1980s to analyze themselves and the ways in which to move forward. 
There were no easy solutions, and there were painful adjustments, but Thatcher created 
possibilities that reached into the 1990s and 2000s for second- and third-generation immigrants 
and young black Britons to succeed. Just because that success took place after Thatcher left 
office does not diminish the fact that she laid the groundwork for the shift in British society after 
the 1980s.   
     Many literary, political and social commentators along with many in the world of fiction 
decried Thatchers stance on late twentieth century immigration and Britains role in Europe and 
the world as a whole. It is important to make the distinction between young black Britons who 
had grown up in England and the wave of first-generation immigration that Thatcher saw coming 
at the end of the twentieth century. The rush to label her as a bigot and a xenophobe found its 
voice in texts too numerous to mention. There was a recurrent depiction of Thatcher as a fearful 
nativist determined to resist cultural change. Her calls for reasoned reflection on the policies and 
practices that would welcome immigrants to England were drowned out in the chorus of anti-
Thatcher rhetoric that did not allow for concerns about assimilation.   
     Throughout the 1990s, multicultural policies were put into place despite the misgivings of 
those, including Thatcher, who saw the dangers of ill-conceived integration policies. In the thirty 
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years since she left office, multiculturalists have continued their embrace of unfettered 
multiculturalism. As dissenting voices began to grow, they were again simply rejected as 
reflecting an anachronistic mentality in keeping with the rejected policies of the 1980s. However, 
by the 2010s, the cries against multiculturalism had become too loud to ignore, and the 
skepticism of many concerning the plausibility of idealized multiculturalism had reached the 
highest levels of society. Political leaders from across Europe saw the prescience of some of 
Thatchers fears. The texts of Monica Ali and Zadie Smith highlight the fact that many issues 
surrounding multiculturalism, including Brexit, could have been avoided if a more Thatcherian 
policy had been undertaken.    
     Monica Ali and Zadie Smith were the faces of the publishing world for multicultural authors, 
and they were heralded as the voices of a generation that would usher in successful 
multiculturalism. However, what they did, in discord with the overwhelming literary critics and 
those who sought to label their debut novels as proof that the mentality of Thatcher and the 
1980s had been shown to be incorrect, was highlight the multitude of failings that thirty years of 
multiculturalism had wrought. Far from being beacons of the successes of mass immigration, 
Smiths White Teeth and NW and Alis Brick Lane and In the Kitchen reveal the ultimate flaws 
in post 1990 multiculturalist thinking that had concerned Thatcher in the 1980s. With the 
benefits of hindsight, many of Thatchers apprehensions have been confirmed.  
     The texts in this paper cover a wide range of authors, but equally as important they represent 
a wide group of characters. Sections of British society who are often portrayed as Thatchers 
biggest victims, working class white men and young black men, are given freedoms and 
opportunities in the works that would have been impossible without the changes Thatcher made. 
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A continuation of the policies of the 1970s would have resulted in deteriorating economic and 
social opportunities and further marginalization. The turn to a more socially conscious and  
liberal atmosphere in the 1990s would not have been possible without the necessary changes 
implemented in the 1980s. Many of the issues currently found in British society could have been 
avoided if greater credence had been given to Thatchers political philosophies. Those who 
simply look at her time in office for the source of their negative commentary are either willfully 
or ignorantly ignoring the decades surrounding the 1980s.    
     As almost half a century has elapsed since Thatchers election, the record of her time in office 
and the effects of her government have become more enshrined in doctrine. The historical record 
of the works of British novelists has become almost uniform in its depiction of her. This paper 
should go some way in showing that, at the very least, that image needs to be studied with a 
more scrutinous eye on the context and nuance of the time, and it will hopefully play a part in 
redressing the balance that has been overwhelmingly one-sided.  
     There are texts beyond the scope of this paper that could have been equally studied to show 
how they depict characters who benefited from the atmosphere of the 1980s and what it has 
allowed in the time since. However, they continue to remain in the canon of anti-Thatcher 
literature until they are further analyzed. There is a need and an opportunity to relook at many of 
those novels to show that they are, in fact, representative of a large group of works that highlight 
the vast progress made in the 1980s and beyond because of the work of Margaret Thatcher, the 
Thatcher government, and many others. There continue to be texts written in 2020, a full forty 
years after Thatchers first election win, that portray the 1980s, Thatcher, and Thatcherism and 
many of the repercussions of that era in a negative light. While there is room for a broad range of 
vantage points from which to analyze the events of 1980 onward in literature, care must be made 
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to make sure that it is a fair analysis rather than a myopic retelling of inaccurate tropes propped 
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